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from the editor’s desk

The Good War
by Charles R. Kesler

While donald trump and hillary clinton were going 
after each other hammer-and-tong, the calmer sort of civic 
education continued apace, teaching what Americans have 

in common, or used to.
A few weeks before election day I visited the National WWII Mu-

seum in New Orleans. Founded by Stephen E. Ambrose, the celebrated 
author of Band of Brothers (and executive producer of the HBO minise-
ries) who taught history at the University of New Orleans, the museum 
began in 2000 as the D-Day Museum. With an expanded mission and 
five striking buildings (several more will come), not to mention congres-
sional designation as the official World War II museum of the U.S., it 
provided a fascinating look at a time of extreme stress and almost un-
natural unity in American public opinion.  

In my day, long before helicopter parenting, when youngsters orga-
nized their own imagination-driven games on the playground or in the 
neighborhood, red-blooded American boys had basically two choices. 
You could play Cowboys and Indians, or you could play Soldier, which 
usually meant World War II soldier, the good guys versus the Ger-
mans/Nazis/Japanese. Though the Civil War and the American Revo-
lution provided good soldierly material too, they lacked tanks, bazoo-
kas, and flame throwers. Cowboys and Indians at least had scalpings.

If you’re the right vintage, then, the National WWII Museum will 
delight you. Here are actual bazookas, lugers, potato mashers (German 
hand grenades), Higgins boats (landing craft, built in New Orleans)—
and even B-17s, B-24s, and other warplanes magnificently displayed 
in flight, as it were, suspended from the ceiling of a cavernous pavilion. 
Judging from the families with small children thronging the museum, 
the appeal extends across the decades and generations.  

Of course, it’s not just for deadly toys that World War II is remem-
bered. Many Americans regard it as the last good war, in both the 
moral and strategic senses: fought against an unambiguously evil en-
emy, and fought through to victory. That slights the Cold War, perhaps, 
which was fought against equally cold-blooded enemies though not to 
an unambiguous victory. Harry Jaffa once compared the end of the 
Cold War to two heavyweights circling each other in the ring, when 
suddenly one collapses and dies of a heart attack. That war featured 
a series of small hot wars that ended in stalemate (Korea) or Western 
defeat (Vietnam), followed by the Soviet Union’s epic self-extinction. 
In America’s subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq we have been 
unable to achieve victory, or even define it.

To its credit, the museum emphasizes the moral stakes 
involved, highlighting Hitler’s doctrine of the master race and 
the Japanese belief in their emperor’s divinity as root causes of 

the war. In a refreshingly unsentimental way, it reviews and accepts the 
arguments for dropping atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
Like its founder, the National WWII Museum tends to see things from 
the American soldiers’ point of view: though he wrote multi-volume bi-
ographies of Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon, Ambrose’s most 
distinctive and most beloved projects, including this museum, started 
from oral histories he assembled by interviewing thousands of G.I.s. 
You will notice scores of veterans of later wars working in and visiting 
the complex.

“Beyond All Boundaries,” the “immersive, 4D cinematic journey 
through the war that changed the world,” is the rollicking 45-minute 
film, narrated and produced by Tom Hanks, that most visitors will 
want to see early in their visit. “See” is too mild a term. You will feel its 
rumble, smell its smoke, dodge its projectiles, as the film and its special 
effects transport you to Pearl Harbor, D-Day, Okinawa, and beyond. 
Its approach is “you are there,” drafting you into the war as a common 
person in uncommon, often horrific, circumstances.

The downside of the approach is that it sometimes offers the sausage’s 
view of the grinder. Indeed, the museum’s exhibits show the sheer me-
chanical killing power of the war so amply that you wonder how any G.I. 
ever stuck his head out of his foxhole. But they did: stories of individual 
courage and intrepidity abound, precisely to counter what Winston 
Churchill called the “mass effects” that loom so grimly in modern war.

Pearl Harbor and Hitler did wonders for American national unity. 
But it is not for those outside causes that any American is nostalgic. 
What Americans miss is that generation’s quiet confidence that their 
own life and liberty deserved to be defended, that their civilization, 
however imperfect, stood for a goodness and justice utterly lacking in 
the totalitarians, and that with God’s help and their own best efforts, 
they would prevail.

That same generation had fought bitter political battles over the 
New Deal, and would fight again over the Cold War and the Great So-
ciety. Americans have never shied from a good political fight, disagree-
ment inhering in self-government. Two of our wars, the Revolution and 
the Civil War, pitted us against fellow countrymen. Our unity is hard-
fought. That’s a good reason to visit Gettysburg, after you’ve enjoyed 
the marvels of the National WWII Museum.
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Understanding
Machiavelli

Although I found Algis       
Valiunas’s essay on Jacob Burck-
hardt welcome and insightful (“A 
Historian’s Craft,” Spring 2016), 
his digression on Machiavelli 
was off the mark. The author of 
The Prince was not “the foremost 
philosophical mind of the Renais-
sance.” He was a (minor) practi-
tioner of statecraft whose mental 
habits, even in his more reflective 
moments, were formed by his 
experience as a functionary and 
diplomat. Hence his disdain, ex-
pressed in the crisp language of a 
dispatch, for a too-close applica-
tion of the “ancient philosophic 
wisdom” to the practice of politics, 
as hypocritical and self-serving 
in his day as in ours. Hence also 
the famous tension between The 
Prince and the Discourses on Livy—
Machiavelli was untroubled by a 
philosopher’s need for abstract 
coherence. His life’s great proj-
ect was less the destruction of 
Christianity than the creation of 
a functioning militia for Florence. 
If he indeed wrought a “ jailbreak,” 
it was by saying well what wiser 
statesmen already intuited. In do-
ing so, far from erecting a “struc-
ture of brazen immorality” Machi-
avelli pointed a way out of the mo-
rass of the Italian Wars, and much 
other evil besides, brought about 

by the application of airy principle 
to the flawed material of mankind. 

Carsten Belanich
Seattle, WA

Algis Valiunas replies:

Far from a small-time political 
operator principally of provincial 
significance, Machiavelli was a 
thinker and writer of genius who 
understood, and largely succeed-
ed in, the philosophic project that 
Friedrich Nietzsche claimed for 
himself: the transvaluation of all 
values.

Machiavelli demands and re-
wards the closest reading, pref-
erably to be done with a copy of 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 
or Plato’s Republic open beside 
The Prince. Machiavelli does his 
thinking with the ancient philo-
sophic masters ever in mind, as 
the most revered and worthy 
antagonists to his subtly drawn 
intention: to correct the fateful 
errors of the ancient—and in his 
day still most potent—tradition. 
He is out to redefine for good the 
key words of moral and political 
philosophy—virtue, prudence, 
fortune, greatness, the good, 
honor, necessity, wisdom, hap-
piness—and to rid philosophy 
of the noisome excrescence once 
known as the soul.

For the delicate touch and 
formidable reach with which 
he composes, consider the way 
Machiavelli begins his most fa-
mous work. The Epistle Dedi-
catory that opens The Prince is 
addressed from “Niccolò Machia-
velli to the Magnificent Lorenzo 
Medici,” who happens to be not 
the famed Lorenzo the Magnifi-
cent but a lesser descendant. Mag-
nificence is the penultimate Aris-
totelian moral virtue, immediately 
prerequisite to the greatness of 
soul that is supreme among moral 
virtues. Aristotle writes, “It is also 
typical of a magnificent man to 
furnish his house commensurate 
with his wealth—for it, too, is a 
kind of ornament—and to prefer 
spending his money on things 

that endure, since they are the 
noblest” (emphasis added). And 
of the great-souled man he de-
clares, “He is a person who will 
rather possess beautiful and prof-
itless objects than objects which 
are profitable and useful, for they 
mark him more as self-sufficient.” 

Then there is Machiavelli’s first 
sentence: “Usually, in most cases, 
those who desire to acquire grace 
before a Prince, make themselves 
come up to meet him with those 
things that among them are held 
most dear, or that they see delight 
him the most; whence one sees 
them many times being present-
ed with horses, arms, gold cloths, 
precious stones, and similar orna-
ments (ornamenti) worthy of their 
greatness (grandezza).” 

In the next sentence Machia-
velli offers a different sort of gift 
from the customary beautiful and 
delightful objects: “the knowledge 
of the actions of great men (uomini 
grandi).” For there is greatness and 
there is greatness, and the mag-
nificent great-souled man, who 
believes he has everything, lacks 
the essentials that Machiavelli 
will provide to a worthy recipient. 
By addressing the magnifico who 
presumes himself complete, and 
intimating the need of something 
he doesn’t possess, Machiavelli 
breaks down the old notions of 
perfection and reconstitutes the 
best of men according to his new 
idea. Machiavelli is not coming up 
to acquire grace from the prince; 
he is bending down to dispense 
grace to the prince (although this 
particular Lorenzo is unlikely to 
appreciate the magnitude of the 
offering). There is that much in 
the first two sentences of the book, 
and the rest of Machiavelli must 
be read with comparable pains, 
which will yield rich pleasures.

Of course it is God who be-
stows grace upon those He choos-
es, so Machiavelli’s opening sen-
tence already has a blasphemous 
flavor. For further edification 
on Machiavelli as Antichrist—
the Prince of Perpetual War as 
against the Prince of Peace—con-
sider what Machiavelli makes of 

the cardinal Christian virtues of 
faith, hope, and charity (and love, 
which he treats quite apart from 
charity). But one will have to read 
carefully. I recommend the in-
valuable translation and notes by 
Leo Paul S. de Alvarez, keeping 
Aristotle and the Bible at hand.

Heroic Hamilton

Richard Samuelson’s review of 
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s hit musi-
cal, Hamilton (“Hamilton versus 
History,” Summer 2016), is inac-
curate, unjustified, and divorced 
from the reality of the greatest 
cultural phenomenon in defense 
of the founding generation in the 
past half-century. 

The show does not exaggerate 
Alexander Hamilton’s opposition 
to slavery—he was a founding 
member of the New York Manu-
mission Society, which worked, de 
spite political pressure, for the lib-
eration of slaves and eventual abo-
lition of slavery. His first act as a 
member was to push for a require-
ment that all members liberate 
their own slaves. It is of course pos-
sible to argue that his motivations 
were Machiavellian—so many of 
his stances were—but when an-
other founding member, John Jay, 
later signed emancipation into law 
as New York’s governor, the Man-
umission Society might have had 
something to do with it.

It is clear, contrary to Samu-
elson, why Hamilton would, at 
the moment when his life is on 
the line, choose to “throw away 
his shot,” despite his insistence 
throughout the musical that he 
would never do so (in the sense 
of career and opportunity). Ham-
ilton has learned from George 
Washington’s example. He has 
learned from the public humili-
ation of his affair. In the end, 
this founder understood what 
leadership demands—as Calvin 
Coolidge put it: “Not being beasts, 
but men, we choose the sacrifice.”

In place of more noble motiva-
tion, Samuelson sees a kind of pa-
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thetic romanticism bereft of seri-
ous truths. At the end of my first 
viewing of Hamilton, I climbed the 
stairs at the back of the theater 
and passed a group of high school 
girls who had paid for standing 
room seats. Their cheeks were wet 
with tears as they consoled each 
other. One of them said, “Can you 
believe, can you honestly believe, 
that really happened?” It is that 
emotion, the power of that expres-
sion of the fearless, passionate, and 
principled beliefs of the founding 
generation that rescued Alexander 
Hamilton’s place on the $10 bill 
and has excited the minds of stu-
dents betrayed by public education.

And yes, it happened. Lin-Man-
uel Miranda has reminded us that 
such men existed, and that our 
freedom was won by their heroism, 
their might, and the power of their 
ideas. Richard Samuelson’s disre-
spect for the most positive devel-
opment in American culture fails 
to recognize the power of culture 
to change a people.

Benjamin Domenech
The Federalist

Alexandria, VA

Richard Samuelson replies:

Ben Domenech objects to the 
suggestion that Lin-Manuel Mi-
randa exaggerates Hamilton’s 
anti-slavery commitment. Ham-
ilton’s opposition to slavery is 
well documented, but even Ste-
phen Knott acknowledges in his 
review of the book on which Mi-
randa’s show is based (“The Man 
Who Made Modern America,” 
Fall 2004 CRB) that “One minor 
flaw in the book is its overstated 
account of Hamilton’s commit-
ment to abolition.” According 
to Knott, one of Hamilton’s 
greatest contemporary defend-
ers, Hamilton “never elevated 
the issue to the forefront of his 
concerns.” 

As for why Hamilton didn’t 
fire at Burr, George Washington 
may certainly have had an impor-
tant influence on Hamilton, but I 
simply don’t see the evidence that 
Hamilton learned from Wash-
ington that it would be wrong to 
fire in a duel. 

Similarly, I do not see how the 
show’s popularity—even its ability 
to bring high school girls to tears—
is evidence against the charge that 
Miranda romanticized the story of 
Alexander and Eliza. I was using 
the term “Romantic” in its formal, 
philosophical sense, connecting 
the ideas Miranda puts on stage 
with those of the French Revolu-
tion. It isn’t true that part of what 

“really happened” was Eliza stak-
ing a historic claim for herself. To 
make his case, Domenech would 
have to show how, exactly, I mis-
read the words, music, and dra-
matic action. 

As for the debt we owe Mi-
randa for saving Hamilton’s place 
on the $10 bill, granted. After all, 
as I noted at the end of my essay, 

“Miranda is brilliantly pointing us 
back to the founding, and for that 
he should be thanked.”

Ultimately, however, any ac-
count of Hamilton’s life that has 
no room at all for the words “na-
ture” and “nature’s God” gives 
a skewed account of his life and 
work. Miranda’s musical, viewed 
from this perspective, is part of 
the larger project to appropri-
ate the founding for progressive 
causes. That Lin-Manuel Mi-
randa reworked the lyrics of his 
hit show for a fundraiser for Hill-
ary Clinton is no surprise. A left-
wing take on American politics 
flows naturally from the ideas he 
so artfully writes into Alexander 
Hamilton’s life.

Et Tu, Brute?

Although he makes not much 
more than a passing reference to 
Brutus in his excellent discussion 
of ancient Rome (“The Cicero 
Test,” Summer 2016), Timothy 
Caspar says that Shakespeare’s 
account of the assassination of 
Julius Caesar “mythologizes” 
Brutus.   For Caspar, the Bard 
presents an “unmixed view of 
Brutus as a ‘model of ethics.’” 
Might I suggest a more nuanced 
interpretation?

A possible hint occurs in the 
play’s opening scene as Shake-
speare introduces two craftsmen, 

a carpenter and a cobbler, the 
latter of whom is described as a 

“mender of bad soles.” Is this a pun 
on the playwright’s art? 

The two most prominent plot-
ters of Caesar’s assassination ex-
hibit very different characters: 
Cassius is eager to proceed while 
Brutus, from his friend’s point of 
view, “bears too stubborn and too 
strange a hand over your friend 
that loves you.” Cassius admits 
that he is a flatterer, but he knows 
that Brutus “love[s] the name 
of honor more than [he] fear[s] 
death,” and asks Brutus to con-
sider why Caesar’s “name [should] 
be sounded more than yours.” 
Cassius believes Brutus is not “so 
firm that cannot be seduced.”

After the deed is done, Brutus 
strangely attempts to render Cae-
sar’s death a pious act, even as he is 
drenched in blood. Cassius need-
ed Brutus to lend his plot respect-
ability, but Brutus doesn’t realize 
he needs Cassius’s craftiness to 
succeed in the aftermath. When 
Mark Antony asks to speak at the 
funeral, Brutus doesn’t hesitate to 
allow it. Cassius knows the man 
and his eloquence well enough 
to caution against his inclusion, 
begging Brutus to reconsider. But 
Brutus is concerned with appear-
ances, and the crowd that initially 
cheers his speech promptly turns 
against him after Antony’s. Ant-
ony plays upon Brutus’s greatest 
vulnerability, his honor, calling 
Brutus or his co-conspirator’s 

“honorable” eight times, and thus 
slyly revealing the vanity beneath 
Brutus’ patriotism.

Having fled the city, and fac-
ing the combined forces of Antony, 
Octavian, and Lepidus, Cassius 
urges caution to Brutus, hoping 
their adversaries will make the 
first move and reveal their vulner-
abilities. But Brutus instead calls 
for an attack, which fails, and after 
which both men commit suicide.

At no time does the proud Bru-
tus give even polite consideration 
to Cassius’s recommendations, 
believing that his superior virtue 
trumps all considerations. He 
would have been wiser to pay heed.

Richard H. Reeb, Jr.
Helendale, CA
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What’s Left?
Essay by William Voegeli

Claremont review of books
Volume XVI, Number 4 , Fall  2016

The 2016 elections results will be 
known to this essay’s readers. Due to 
CRB’s publication schedule, however, 

they are unknown to its author. Suffice to say 
that in the wake of news cycles dominated 
by Donald Trump’s theories and practices 
regarding mating rituals, and Republicans’ 
subsequent turmoil over whether to tolerate 
or repudiate him, Democrats appear highly 
likely to retain the presidency, to have a good 
chance of regaining a Senate majority, and a 
plausible prospect of winning a majority in 
the House of Representatives. A Democratic 
president and Senate would also ensure that 
federal courts, including the Supreme Court, 
are increasingly populated by jurists hostile to 
Republican aims and friendly to Democratic 
ones. 

An election that left Democrats with no 
majorities on one end of Pennsylvania Avenue, 
and no White House occupant on the other, 
is the least likely scenario of all. Unless it oc-
curs, the liberal project will move forward—
how fast depends on Democrats’ success on 
Election Day, but in what direction depends 
on liberals’ evolving ideas about their mission. 
Three books published in 2016 present differ-
ent assessments of liberalism’s condition and 
prospects. They bear examination at a time 
when the Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump 
insurgencies signal that the battle lines be-
tween Left and Right in American politics, 
long static, are giving way to new conflicts and 
coalitions, ones that are notably fluid rather 
than predictable.

How the Right Went Wrong by veteran 
Washington Post columnist E.J. Dionne exam-
ines liberals’ purported Diogenes-like quest 
for decent, intelligent conservative adversaries 
with whom they can do business. The other 
two volumes are, one might say, by profes-
sional leftists. Thomas Frank, a polemicist 
best known for What’s the Matter With Kan-
sas? (2004), wrote Listen, Liberal. Jefferson 
Cowie, an academic historian, is the author of 
The Great Exception. Both books take up the 
American Left’s frustrations with growing 
economic inequality and the failure of govern-
ment to do more to reverse it. 

Me-Too Republicanism

Of the three, how the right 
Went Wrong is the least satisfying, 
neither an engaging read nor a fresh, 

compelling argument. Dionne’s account of 
the past 50 years of American political his-
tory moves briskly, relying on interviews, re-
portage, and polling data to advance its the-
sis. After a few chapters, though, it becomes 
clear that the book is what journalists call a 

“notebook dump,” overstuffed with material 
Dionne gathered but didn’t use for his col-
umns and blog posts. As such, How the Right 
Went Wrong would have been significantly 
better had it been significantly briefer.

It also suffers for making the least of its 
moment. Though the dogmas of the quiet 
past appear increasingly inadequate to the 
stormy present, Dionne leaves the impression 

that the politics of the decade following 2016 
will differ only trivially from the politics of 
the decade preceding it. Not coincidentally, 
his central argument and much of the same 
supporting evidence was presented more ef-
fectively four years ago by historian Geoffrey 
Kabaservice in Rule and Ruin, which exam-
ined how moderate Republicans became an 
endangered and then extinct species.

Kabaservice noted that the teenaged E.J. 
Dionne applied to be a member of the Ripon 
Society, the once prominent liberal Republi-
can organization, but came to think of him-
self as a Democrat after Senator Eugene Mc-
Carthy’s 1968 presidential campaign. How 
the Right Went Wrong, like Rule and Ruin, 
regrets the road not taken, the “Modern Re-
publicanism” practiced by President Dwight 
Eisenhower, theorized by his advisor and 
speechwriter Arthur Larson, and pursued 
by Ripon Society Republicans. Modern Re-
publicanism “may have been the great missed 
opportunity of American politics,” Dionne 
believes. In its stead, we got the conserva-
tism formulated by William F. Buckley, Jr., 
at National Review, and offered to voters 
by Barry Goldwater. While they scorned 
Eisenhower as a “me-too Republican,” and 
demanded that the GOP present “a choice, 
not an echo,” Larson wanted Republicans “to 
come to terms with the New Deal and the 
welfare state,” in Dionne’s words. The road 
that was taken, however, the one laid out by 
Buckley, Goldwater, and then Ronald Rea-
gan, led to the conservatism of our century, 
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which Dionne joins many other liberals in 
deploring as intransigent, venomous, irre-
sponsible, and destructive.

Not the least of the problems with this 
thesis is that the Modern Republicans’ efforts 
at comity were scorned rather than recipro-
cated by mid-century liberals. Their preemi-
nent public intellectual, Arthur Schlesinger, 
Jr., gave no credit to 1950s Republicans who 
supported “as much government as is neces-
sary,” in Larson’s words. Instead, Schlesinger 
in a 1960 Esquire article deplored the “Eisen-
hower epoch” as a “period of passivity and ac-
quiescence in our national life.” Eisenhower’s 

“particular contribution to the art of politics 
was to make politics boring at a time when the 
people wanted any excuse to forget public af-
fairs.” Schlesinger was an advisor that year to 
John Kennedy, whose presidential campaign 
pledge to “get the country moving again” im-
plied that Eisenhower’s validation of the New 
Deal and welfare state had been a worthless 
endeavor. 

As an abstract proposition, Dionne un-
derstands that it takes two to tango. But in 
practice, this truth only applies when liber-
als are calling the tune. How the Right Went 
Wrong approvingly quotes socialist Irving 
Howe’s observation about the 1964 Goldwa-
ter campaign—“the more housebroken the 
left, the more adventuresome the right”—but 
never acknowledges the possibility that the 
reverse is true. Instead, good, nice, reasonable, 
responsible, and respectable conservatives 
should aspire to be timid. The Left, and only 
the Left, should be adventuresome.

“[T]here are moments,” Dionne says, 
“when the primary political task is to move 
the center to a new place—or, at the least, to 
keep it from being dragged in the wrong di-
rection.” But there are never such moments 
for conservatives. Thus, Wisconsin’s Repub-
licans, led by Governor Scott Walker, were 
not trying to move the center to a new place 
when they severely curtailed that state’s pub-
lic employee unions in 2011. Instead, they 
were taking a “genuinely alarming approach 
to politics,” Dionne wrote the following year 
in support of efforts to recall Walker, be-
cause they were using “incumbency to alter 
the rules and tilt the legal and electoral play-
ing field decisively toward the interests of 
those in power.”

Dionne presents himself as man of the 
“center-left” who believes that “a healthy dem-
ocratic order needs conservatism’s skepticism 
about the grand plans we progressives some-
times offer, its respect for traditional institu-
tions, and its skepticism of those who believe 
that politics can remold human nature.” Hap-
pily, the New Deal and Great Society turn out 

to have been around long enough to qualify as 
traditional institutions, which means conser-
vatives should embrace “the responsibility of 
conserving the genuine achievements of pro-
gressive reform.”

There appears to be less scope for con-
servative skepticism, since Dionne gives no 
example of a progressive plan that is exces-
sively or dangerously grand. The “Reform 
Conservatives” of recent years, for example, 
might well be described as accepting the le-
gitimacy of the New Deal and the welfare 
state, but Dionne discounts their efforts: 
every time these conservatives call for more 
public spending to address a particular prob-
lem they propose to pay for it with “steep 
long-term cuts in programs such as Medi-
care, Medicaid, and Social Security.” This, to 

entirely avoidable problem. This was 
not a failure of ideology but of procure-
ment, performance, and management.

Perhaps, however, failures to attend to 
such obvious imperatives as procurement, 
performance, management, and the opti-
mum use of available resources in general is 
not just happenstance, but the result of an 
underlying ideological failure. In fiscal year 
2014, the federal government spent over $2.5 
trillion on what the Office of Management 
and Budget terms “Human Resources” pro-
grams: Social Security, Medicare, income 
support, health programs, education and so-
cial services, and veterans’ programs. Spend-
ing for such purposes, a good approximation 
of what we mean by “the welfare state,” ac-
counted for nearly three fourths of all fed-
eral government outlays, one seventh of the 
Gross Domestic Product, and nearly $8,000 
for every man, woman, and child in Amer-
ica. Adjusted for inflation and population 
growth, that figure was twice as high as Hu-
man Resources spending had been in 1989, 
three times as high as in 1974, and five times 
as high as in 1968. 

In addition to federal Human Resources 
spending, state and local governments spend 
nearly $1 trillion dollars on welfare, hospi-
tals, public health, and housing and commu-
nity development programs. The $2.5 tril-
lion in outlays also excludes the hundreds 
of billions of dollars in federal “tax expen-
ditures” that subsidize private home own-
ership, medical insurance, and retirement 
security. And, finally, it doesn’t reflect the 
cost of transfers from one citizen to another 
mandated by federal, state, and local regula-
tions promoting welfare state goals, such as 
the Americans with Disabilities Act, mini-
mum wage laws, and rent control. 

In short, government efforts to enhance 
Americans’ economic security and opportu-
nity have a per capita cost well in excess of 
$10,000, at a time when the official federal 
poverty level is $24,300 for a family of four. 
Despite the enormity and relentless growth 
of this governmental commitment, the pro-
portion of Americans considered poor or 
nearly poor (with incomes not exceeding 
125% of the poverty level) has fluctuated in 
the same narrow band—from one fifth of 
the population when the economy is weak 
to one sixth when it’s strong—for the past 
half-century. Since liberals have demon-
strated a consuming interest in expanding—
and a negligible interest in renovating—this 
sprawling, duplicative, inefficient, and inef-
fective mess, conservatives have good reason 
to conclude that the liberal project is beset by 
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Dionne, amounts to “‘rob Peter to pay Paul’ 
budgeting by calling for sharp reductions in 
programs progressives see as necessary.”

Good Money After Bad

But are progressives right to see 
things this way, to summarily dismiss 
efforts to redirect our welfare state’s 

outlays from less to more urgent purposes? 
Peter and Paul are equally saintly, but not ev-
ery welfare state expenditure is equally neces-
sary. Dionne finds nothing wrong with liberal 
policies, only their execution. Progressives

need to pay far more attention than they 
do to making government work effec-
tively. Nothing did more damage to the 
Affordable Care Act than the collapse 
of its website [upon its 2013 launch], an 
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fundamental errors, not just a few operating 
glitches. That belief, in turn, animates and 
vindicates conservatives’ belief that their role 
as liberalism’s opponents should be assertive 
rather than submissive.

New New Deal

Dionne, in other words, wants 
the New Deal to go on and on. Lib-
erals should keep elaborating and 

expanding it, continue to avoid reckoning 
with its failures and defects, and ignore if 
they can or defeat if they must the unrecon-
structed conservatives who won’t embrace it. 
Frank and Cowie, both more radical, make 
clear that they desire much more: a new New 
Deal that departs as boldly from the politi-
cal economy of 2016 as FDR’s did from that 
of 1932. Nothing less, they contend, will 
give lower- and working-class Americans 
the robust economic prospects and security 
that their grandparents had enjoyed in the 
middle of the last century. (Cowie’s previous 
book, Stayin’ Alive, published in 2010, was 
subtitled The 1970s and the Last Days of the 
Working Class.) From a leftist perspective, the 
need for the next big expansion of interven-
tionist, egalitarian government is axiomatic. 
As Frank says, with characteristic restraint, 
the “relationship of the very wealthy to the 
rest of us has come to approximate the rela-
tionship of Louis XVI with the peasantry of 
eighteenth-century France.”

From the perspective of 2016, of course, 
the question is why liberals are still hoping for 
the next New Deal, eight years after Barack 
Obama was supposed to deliver it. The cir-
cumstances were so auspicious: Obama’s vic-
tory over a demoralized GOP, large Demo-
cratic congressional majorities, a terrifying 
financial crisis that made voters receptive 
to aggressive government interventions in 
economic life. And yet, laments Frank, “The 
crisis went to waste.” The Obama Adminis-
tration “renounced any intention of making 
the big historical turn it had been elected to 
make.”

Listen, Liberal is not, however, primarily an 
attack on Obama. His shortcomings, instead, 
are treated as manifestations of his party’s 
dereliction of duty. Republicans “bear prima-
ry responsibility for our modern plutocracy,” 
Frank writes, but the lack of “conviction or 
imagination to do what is necessary” in order 
to reverse inequality is a “Democratic failure, 
straight up and nothing else.”

This failure, as Frank tells it, is primarily 
sociological, rather than economic or political. 
The “party of the people,” as his subtitle de-
scribes the Democrats, has become the party 

of government by and for what he calls the 
“well-graduated.” Both Bill Clinton and Barack 
Obama, for example, were “plucked from ob-
scurity by prestigious universities,” and popu-
lated their administration with other high-
achieving professionals, nearly all of whom held 
at least one degree from an Ivy League college.

These successful strivers may say, and even 
think, that increasing socioeconomic precari-
ousness is a problem, but they don’t feel much 
urgency about it. What they feel instead, says 
Frank, is “a profound complacency.” It would 
be surprising if they did not. People who have 
flourished under one set of arrangements, as 
the well-graduated have under modern meri-
tocracy, will be the last to entertain the pos-
sibility that these arrangements are deeply 
unfair or malign. 

Frank dissects some political conse-
quences of this complacency. For one, the 
well-graduated are understandably disposed 
to think that a good education can solve ev-
ery national problem, since it was the key 
to solving so many of their personal ones. 

before leaving to run Citigroup. President 
Obama’s first Treasury secretary, Timothy 
Geithner, left government in 2013 to be-
come president of Warburg Pincus, a private 
equity firm. In the interval between holding 
positions in the Clinton and Obama admin-
istrations, Rahm Emmanuel (now mayor of 
Chicago) made $16 million in two years as 
an investment banker.

Inequality

Frank does not pursue one possibil-
ity suggested by his argument, and de-
veloped more fully in Bobos in Paradise 

(2000), David Brooks’s bestseller. It is that the 
reason “inequality” has become shorthand 
for the problem of economic insecurity and 
social instability is that inequality preoccu-
pies a large but less prosperous subset of the 
well-graduated, those positioned to shape the 
national agenda but not to glide from profes-
sorships to government posts to investment 
banks. Brooks argued that academics, writers, 
and intellectuals “at the butt end of the upper 
class” suffer from “Status-Income Disequilib-
rium, a malady that afflicts people with jobs 
that give them high status but only moder-
ately high income.”

Inequality, as such, is not the most press-
ing concern of the laid-off factory worker or 
foreclosed homeowner. Most would be indif-
ferent to the CEO or bank president’s stock 
options if their own lives rested on sturdier 
foundations. It is, however, of obsessive inter-
est to the merely affluent, who measure them-
selves against the truly wealthy. In the 1950s, 
Brooks writes, 

an investment banker went to Andover 
and Princeton, while a newspaper per-
son went to Central High and Rutgers. 
But now the financiers and the writers 
both are likely to have gone to Andover 
and Princeton. The student who gradu-
ated from Harvard cum laude makes 
$85,000 a year as a think tank fellow, 
while the schlump she wouldn’t even 
talk to in gym class makes $34 million 
as a bond trader or TV producer.

Worse than envy and resentment is the 
fact that the slightly rich are doomed to lose 
every competition with the extremely rich 
for “positional goods,” a term coined by Fred 
Hirsch in Social Limits to Growth (1977). 
Conceivably, every citizen of a prosperous 
nation could attend a school with good facil-
ities and able instructors, or reside in a warm, 
spacious, and safe dwelling. It is a logical im-
possibility, however, for more than a small 

“The world we face today is one where what 
you earn depends on what you can learn,” 
President-elect Clinton said in 1992. Even 
in a thought-experiment where every adult 
American is a college graduate, however, 
somebody is still going to end up working 
the counter at 7-Eleven. 

Moreover, a Democratic Party domi-
nated—not numerically, but in terms of fi-
nancial contributions and worldviews—by 
the well-graduated is not very likely to func-
tion as Wall Street and the Fortune 500’s 
nemesis. Increasingly, those private-sector 
institutions are also dominated by the well-
graduated. Democrats in politics, journal-
ism, think tanks, and the academy are less 
likely to regard the leaders of these institu-
tions as enemies than as peers, who traffic in 
the same milieu of technical proficiency and 
high abstraction. For some, especially at the 
highest levels, the private sector is something 
to join rather than oppose. Former Treasury 
Secretary Robert Rubin came from Gold-
man Sachs to the Clinton Administration 

The question is why
liberals are still hoping
for the next New Deal,

eight years after
Barack Obama was

supposed to deliver it.
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segment of the population to attend pres-
tigious colleges and live in exclusive neigh-
borhoods, which are scarce by definition. 
Inequality preys on the minds of those who 
have just enough income to be reminded, by 
their daily contacts with the still more pros-
perous, of all the positional goods they don’t 
possess and won’t acquire.

Frank’s thesis is also strikingly similar to 
that put forward by thinkers even more con-
servative than Brooks—specifically, the first 
neoconservatives’ attacks on the “New Class” 
held to be running and ruining the country, 
and Ronald Reagan’s 1964 denunciation of “a 
little intellectual elite in a far-distant capitol 
[that thinks it] can plan our lives for us bet-
ter than we can plan them ourselves.” Listen, 
Liberal tells us, “Nothing is more characteris-
tic of the liberal class than its members’ sense 
of their own elevated goodness,” a feeling 
that “overrides any particular inconsistency or 
policy failing.” It’s a sentence that would be at 
home in any conservative publication, includ-
ing this one. 

The conclusion Frank draws from this 
premise, of course, is anti-conservative: the 
problem is not that liberals are arrogant 
and intrusive, but that they are arrogant 
and feckless. As a result of their deficien-
cies, government does too little rather than 

too much. He devotes a chapter to railing 
against the Democratic Party in Massachu-
setts, so dominant politically that no policy 
failure can be blamed on Republicans or any-
one else. The Democrats’ “liberalism of the 
rich” thinks innovation and education can 
solve every problem. This liberalism, how-
ever, has nothing to offer the people of Fall 
River, an old mill town south of Boston with 
abandoned factories and declining prospects. 
It is, says Frank,

a place where affluence never returns—
not because affluence for Fall River 
is impossible or unimaginable, but 
because our country’s leaders have 
blandly accepted a social order that 
constantly bids down the wages of 
people like these while bidding up the 
rewards for innovators, creatives, and 
professionals.

Other than asserting that affluence for 
people like the residents of Fall River is pos-
sible and imaginable, Frank never indicates 
how the good times in such manufacturing 
centers of the receding past can be restored. 
Granted, Listen, Liberal is about politics, not 
policy, but Frank doesn’t even seem inter-
ested in the question of how better politics 

might engender better policies. Instead, the 
dominant premise is that where there’s a will 
there’s a way, which means that the failure of 
Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, and all their at-
tendant well-graduated Democrats to make 
Fall River great again is solely a result of the 
complacency resulting from their class-based 
interests and perspective. Like Senator Sand-
ers, whose presidential campaign Frank sup-
ported, Listen, Liberal never acknowledges 
that a government’s obligations cannot ex-
ceed the resources it secures to discharge 
them. (One of the Obama Administration’s 
well-graduated, University of Chicago econo-
mist Austan Goolsbee, said during the 2016 
primaries that the mathematics of Sanders’s 
hyper-generous budgetary plan were un-
workable absent “magic flying puppies with 
winning Lotto tickets tied to their collars.”)

Frank, for example, criticizes Rhode Is-
land’s Democratic governor for reducing 
state employees’ retirement benefits. But his 
readers would never know that after munici-
palities around the state closed libraries and 
eliminated bus routes as taxpayer support for 
public pensions doubled between 2003 and 
2010, Rhode Island still had only 49% of the 
assets its pension obligations required. Even 
with subsequent reforms like eliminating 
cost-of-living increases, and requiring existing 
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employees to participate in a hybrid pension 
and retirement-account system, Rhode Island 
will still need until 2030 before it has 80% of 
the necessary assets. To make the retirement 
system solvent without making it less gener-
ous, in other words, really was impossible and 
unimaginable. The well-graduateds’ lack of 
conviction and imagination had nothing to do 
with it.

Conditions of Freedom

Like frank, jefferson cowie was 
also disappointed by Barack Obama. 
The first two years of his presidency 

were a “lost opportunity,” in terms of policies 
but especially politics. Obama was reluctant 
to “make the case to the American people that 
the state could help build economic security 
and opportunity for all.” 

Unlike Frank, however, Cowie does not 
imagine that everything will be all right again 
once modern Democrats get back in touch 
with their inner William Jennings Bryan. The 
problem is much bigger than finding the cour-
age to speak truth to power. As Cowie sees it, 
the challenge is to speak class solidarity and 
collective action to Jeffersonian individualists. 
That Americans’ deeply rooted don’t-tread-on-
me cussedness renders them strongly averse 
to Big Government is, he says, “an American 
tragedy,” but also a fundamental American 
reality. Leftists cannot help but wish it were 
otherwise, but accomplish nothing by pre-
tending so. 

Cowie, for example, strongly endorses or-
ganized labor (as does Frank). He recognizes 
that it cannot flourish without government 
support, and will necessarily achieve many 
of its goals through government programs, 
including ones whose beneficiaries are not 
necessarily union members, such as mini-
mum wage and parental leave laws. Busi-
ness interests have indeed opposed the labor 
movement, but its weakness also reflects 
what Cowie calls a “problematic and still un-
resolved strain of individualism in American 
culture.” He cites another historian, Melvyn 
Dubofsky, who wrote that the right of indi-
vidual workers to cross picket lines, break 
strikes, and avail themselves of right-to-work 
laws “lives not because judges and the law 
that they declare create reality but because 
the appeal of individualism and the desire 
for liberty resonate across a wide spectrum 
of society.”

Always and everywhere, people are strongly 
inclined to believe that which is congenial to 

believe. Liberals happily embraced the notion 
that the New Deal, Wagner Act, and Great 
Society marked a decisive turn in American 
history and change in American character. 
The old individualism, which defined itself 
against the collective and government power, 
was being replaced by a new individualism, 
one that emphasized self-discovery and self-
expression rather than autonomy. By tran-
scending the old zero-sum mentality that jeal-
ously guarded private rights, such individual-
ism not only permitted but required vigorous 
state action to build economic security and 
opportunity for all.

The problem, says Cowie, is that it’s just not 
so. The period from the 1930s to the 1970s 
was “a sustained deviation, an extended de-
tour” from the ways of thinking and govern-
ing that prevailed before…and after. These 
decades were the “great exception” of his title 
in that their changes “were less the linear tri-
umph of the welfare state than the product of 
very specific, and short-lived, historical cir-
cumstances.” Once those ended, the fragility 
of the New Deal order became manifest. In 
this sense, he argues, the “Reagan revolution” 
of 1980 is better understood as the “Reagan 
restoration.”

The Depression and World War II are, ob-
viously, the specific historical circumstances 
that gave rise to the New Deal era. The post-
war economic boom, imagined at the time 
to be eternal, was crucial to its consolida-
tion. The prosperity appeared to validate Big 
Government, justifying the Great Society’s 
promise to bring material goods to those still 
trapped in stubborn pockets of poverty, and 
cultural riches to the newly and increasingly 
affluent Americans who would otherwise be 

“condemned to a soulless wealth,” in Lyndon 
Johnson’s phrase.

A less obvious circumstance makes the 
tragedy of American individualism even more 
acute, according to Cowie. The era’s soul-
less wealth was a direct reference to the fears, 
much discussed by postwar liberal intellectu-
als, of excessive, stifling conformity. The New 
Deal era was also a time of reduced immigra-
tion, its political effects beginning about a 
decade after the highly restrictive Immigra-
tion Act of 1924 and ending about a decade 
after the far more welcoming Immigration 
and Nationality Act of 1965. Cowie dislikes 
both “cultural homogeneity” and nativism, 
but says that they were crucial to the Great 
Exception, providing “the cohesion necessary 
for the most liberal period in American his-
tory.” The subsequent increase in cultural and 

ethnic heterogeneity has seen the decline of 
solidarity and social trust as Americans revert 
to their older, more established habits: namely, 
they “like to fight with each other more than 
they do with the economic powers that rule 
them.”

Unable to write happy endings, trage-
dians can do no more than offer hazy ones. 
The identity politics of blacks, women, gays, 
immigrants, transsexuals, etc., animates the 
leftism of our day. The resulting preoccupa-
tion with unique heritages and grievances 
necessarily frustrates efforts to form a unit-
ed front to fight The Man. Cowie longs for a 
solidarity that transcends without diminish-
ing these particularities, but cannot express 
the wish without making it sound like squar-
ing the circle. The agenda that will catalyze 
this solidarity? He recommends

a politics of reform and regulation 
both moral and pragmatic; spurred 
by local and state sites of innovation; 
bolstered by cross-class alliances and 
enlightened elite leadership; focused 
on immigrant rights, consumer safety, 
corporate regulation, and occupational 
justice; advocating gas and water (and 
perhaps health care) socialism; and 
even promoting the types of militant 
voluntarism that originally grew in the 
shadow of a state hostile to the collec-
tive interests of workers.

I have no idea what any of that means, either.
People who call themselves “progres-

sives” clearly think time is on their side, just 
as those who call themselves “conservatives” 
clearly think it isn’t. The latter may find sol-
ace in reading the books of the former, such 
as these three. They make clear that behind 
the smug blather about the “right side of his-
tory,” progressives have real dilemmas and 
doubts. To make their ideas cohere, and to 
align them with recalcitrant political reali-
ties, remains a great challenge. In a season 
where conservatism suffers from adverse 
circumstances and self-inflicted wounds, a 
deeper understanding of progressives’ frus-
trations encourages the hope that there may 
yet be, as Adam Smith said, a great deal of 
ruin in a nation.

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 David Azerrad

Ties that Bind
The Fractured Republic: Renewing America’s Social Contract in the Age of Individualism, by Yuval Levin.

Basic Books, 272 pages, $27.50

“If we could first know where we 
are, and whither we are tending, we 
could then better judge what to do, and 

how to do it.” Abraham Lincoln’s pronounce-
ment is not famous by virtue of stating the ob-
vious, but for teaching an important political 
truth: only if we see clearly, can we then act 
wisely. In any given era, within any given re-
gime, prejudices distort the mind and cloud 
our judgment. 

According to Yuval Levin’s The Fractured 
Republic, our problem in the second decade 
of the 21st century is that our perceptions 
are distorted by nostalgia. Left and Right 
each longs for an idealized mid-20th-century 
America. Liberals yearn for that era’s econom-
ic and political consensus, conservatives for its 
cultural and moral one. Competing agendas 
incorporate other, distinctive nostalgias: 

Democrats talk about public policy as 
though it were always 1965 and the 
model of the Great Society welfare 
state will answer our every concern. 

And Republicans talk as though it 
were always 1981 and a repetition of 
the Reagan Revolution is the cure for 
what ails us.

The intent of this important book is to 
awaken us from our nostalgic slumber, in order 
to see our circumstances clearly. On the basis 
of an incisive diagnosis, Levin, the founding 
editor of National Affairs magazine and the 
Hertog Fellow with the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center, offers astute prescriptions, 
far more thoughtful than the hackneyed 
recommendations tacked onto most books 
about America’s ills. Having thought deeply 
about where we are and what to do, he devotes 
the entire second half of The Fractured Republic 
to fleshing out an ambitious “reformicon” 
agenda, anchored in sound policies.

To demonstrate that nostalgia has 
become pervasive and blinding, Levin 
cites many instances of politicians and 

intellectuals invoking a lost Golden Age. Yet 

as his argument unfolds, readers may won-
der if a problem still more fundamental is an 
impoverished individualism, which abstracts 
from the thick, complex, subtle web of rela-
tionships that shape and sustain people’s lives. 

In spite of their heated disagreements, lib-
erals, conservatives, and libertarians share a 

“highly individualist, liberationist ideal of liber-
ty,” Levin writes, which leads to an “emaciated 
understanding of the life of our nation.” Society, 
in this view, is merely a collection of individu-
als who would be left alone, if the Right were 
in charge, or ministered to by the state, if the 
Left ran things. Drawing from Alexis de Toc-
queville and sociologist Robert Nisbet, Levin 
tries to restore a richer account, emphasizing 
the mediating structures—families, local com-
munities, religious congregations, small busi-
nesses, and the numberless associations form-
ing civil society—that bring life and order to 
the vast space between the individual and the 
state. These middle layers are insufficiently 
appreciated by conservatives and libertarians, 
who often assume mediating structures create 
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and sustain themselves spontaneously, and by 
liberals, who are prone to disdain these associ-
ations for generating nothing besides prejudice 
and stifling conformity.

Levin replaces the social contract meta-
phor with an account of concentric rings:

Each ring, starting from the innermost 
sanctum of the family and the individu-
als who compose it, anchors and enables 
the next and is in turn protected by it 
and given the room to thrive. The out-
ermost ring of society is guarded and 
sustained by the national government, 
which is charged with protecting the 
space in which the entire society can 
flourish and enabling all Americans to 
participate in and benefit from what 
happens there.

Levin’s communitarianism, if we can call 
it that, is at home in the modern world. Un-
like many traditionalists, “crunchy cons,” and 
agrarians, he has made his peace with moder-
nity. In the spirit of Tocqueville, he tries to 
work within it rather than to wish it out of 
existence. 

By showing how the lives we expe-
rience cannot be explained on strictly 
individualist grounds, Levin makes 

our situation clear. America has become 
a “hollow polity,” he believes: society’s all-
important middle layers have grown weaker 
over recent decades as fewer Americans con-
tribute to or draw from them. A growing 
number of Americans on the lower end of 
the income and education scale have become 
estranged from the mediating institutions of 
family, work, community and religion. Ag-
gregate national statistics now reveal deep fis-
sures between those at the top and those at 
the bottom on a host of indicators, ranging 
from out-of-wedlock birthrates to religious 
attendance and labor force participation. As a 
result, Levin says, we have set loose “a scourge 
of loneliness and isolation that we are still 
afraid to acknowledge as the distinct social 
dysfunction of our age.”

His diagnosis—a nation that once shared 
a common way of life is increasingly split in 
two—closely resembles Charles Murray’s in 
Coming Apart (2012). Largely absent from 
either Levin’s or Murray’s analysis, though, is 
a consideration of the largest group and the 
one with which the overwhelming majority 
of Americans identify: the middle class. In a 
democratic regime like ours, its vitality is an 
indispensable measure of civic health.

Furthermore, the evidence, at least so far, 
that lower-class alienation from the American 

way of life is creating a permanent underclass 
is under- rather than overwhelming. As best 
we can tell, the odds of a child born into pov-
erty making it to the middle or upper classes 
have neither increased nor decreased since we 
started coming apart in the 1960s. Even Levin 
admits that upward mobility has remained 

“remarkably stable.”
None of this is to discount the importance 

of the worrisome trends identified by Levin 
and Murray, or to rule out the possibility that 
upward mobility will begin to decline because 
of them. But the reader is left wondering 
whether they give us the full picture of where 
we are as a nation. Are we a hollow polity, or 
do we have a hollow lower class?

Unlike murray, levin tries to 
identify the subterranean forces 
pulling us apart. He points to indi-

vidualism as the Tocquevillian “generative 
fact” of postwar America. Individualism, as 
he uses the term, “involves the corrosion of 
people’s sense of themselves as defined by a 
variety of strong affiliations and unchosen 
bonds and its replacement by a sense that all 
connections are matters of individual choice 
and preference.”

Though America emerged unified from 
World War II with a burgeoning economy, 
shared national culture, and strong institu-
tions, the subsequent decades have brought 

“diversity, dynamism, and liberalization” to 
all realms. These changes have come “at the 
cost of dwindling solidarity, cohesion, stability, 
authority, and social order.” To borrow from 
the framework of Levin’s previous book, The 
Great Debate: Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine, 
and the Birth of Right and Left (2013), we live 
in the age of Paine, but our Burkean longings 
remain unfulfilled. The task, then, is to find a 
way to strengthen the middle layers of society 
in our individualistic age. “That calling,” Levin 
declares, “rather than a hyper-individualist 
liberationism, should be the organizing prin-
ciple of our political life.”

Levin treats individualism as a force too 
powerful to confront directly. While occa-
sionally invoking the importance of “uncho-
sen obligations,” he neither elaborates the 
idea nor considers strengthening our chosen 
obligations by, for example, tightening our no-
fault divorce regime. 

Instead, Levin concentrates on reining in 
statism, the other powerful force pulling at 
our mediating institutions. He applies the 
logic of decentralization, choice, and diversity 
to the one realm that has remained immune 
to it—government—by reviving competitive 
federalism and reforming the welfare state’s 
clunky machinery. A decentralized, “mod-

ernized politics of subsidiarity” would push 
decision-making “as close to the level of the 
interpersonal community as reasonably pos-
sible,” he explains, thereby empowering civil 
society’s mediating institutions to address lo-
cal problems.

In levin’s america, communities 
would experiment with policies, develop 
solutions tailored to their specific needs, 

and have great freedom “to live out their 
moral ideals, and so to each define freedom 
a little differently.” Although Levin is not ad-
vising conservatives simply to abandon the 
common culture, he thinks their energies 
would be better spent building thriving sub-
cultures: flourishing communities that would 
then inspire others to get married, raise chil-
dren responsibly, and participate in civic and 
religious organizations.

This decentralizing, live-and-let-live ap-
proach is quite appealing. Unlike centrally 
directed progressivism, it is well suited to the 
nation we are: vast, diverse, dynamic, and—
on a whole range of issues—divided. Follow-
ing Levin’s advice would serve to de-escalate 
our raging culture wars, but also modernize 
antiquated governing institutions and be-
gin the hard work of revitalizing civil society. 
Decentralization must, of course, admit of a 
limit, lest it dissolve the national ties that bind 
us together as a nation. Are there not certain 
issues on which no country can afford to dis-
agree? How divided can a house be and yet 
still stand? The reader is left wondering.

All in all, America would be a much better 
place if Levin’s vision were implemented. The 
obstacles to doing so, however, are formidable. 
As he recognizes, the federal and state Levia-
thans cling to the faith in central planning, 
remaining largely impervious to the past six 
decades’ centrifugal forces. The current con-
figuration’s beneficiaries—in particular, pub-
lic sector unions at the state and local level—
stand athwart any reforms yelling Stop. Big 
Business is also often complicit in this state of 
affairs. Leveraging the power of government 
to prevent competition or to impose uniform 
regulations on all 50 states makes for good 
business.

The Left, meanwhile, for all its paeans to 
diversity, has become increasingly intolerant 
and committed to imposing its policies on 
all Americans. Every last baker, florist, and 
photographer must affirm the redefinition of 
marriage. All businesses and charities—in-
cluding the Little Sisters of the Poor—must 
cover contraceptives and abortifacients in 
their health-care plans. Climate change 
skeptics must be prosecuted. Grown men 
who believe they are women must be allowed 
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into all women’s locker rooms, showers, and 
bathrooms. “Progressives have chosen an 
ideology of total warfare,” Ian Tuttle writes 
in National Review. “They aren’t satisfied 
with compromise. They aren’t satisfied with 
surrender. They aren’t satisfied until they are 
roaming the conquered countryside shooting 
survivors.”

The recent hysteria and boycott 
threats in states that passed sensible 
religious liberty and bathroom legisla-

tion reveal how eager Big Business, too, is to 
side with the Left in its efforts to stamp out 
dissent. Big Government, Big Business, and 
militant liberalism are all opposed, in varying 
degrees, to the politics of subsidiarity.

Though he does not dwell on the challeng-
es facing his agenda, Levin does acknowledge 
them:

In our time, the greatest threats facing 
social conservatives come not from the 
profusion of moral practices and views 
in American life, but from the efforts of 
some on the radical Left to use liberal-
dominated institutions (from the feder-
al bureaucracy to universities, the main-
stream media, and much of the popular 

culture) to suppress and exclude tradi-
tionalist practices and views.

Yet even this understates the problem by 
suggesting it is restricted to a minority of 
radicals, albeit with considerable power. In 
a footnote with far-reaching implications for 
his argument, Levin acknowledges that “seri-
ous and well-meaning people on the Left”—
including “some of the most thoughtful pro-
gressives I’ve encountered”—are absolutely 
convinced that “most local (public and pri-
vate) American institutions are thoroughly 
infested with racism and elite class animosi-
ties” and therefore cannot be trusted with 
power.

Liberals, it turns out, are much less nos-
talgic than they appear. Whatever economic 
nostalgia they have is tempered and more 
often than not overwhelmed by their crusad-
ing zeal for social justice, their deep antipathy 
to civil society, and their obsession with race, 
class, and gender.

How then does levin propose to 
deal with them? His strategy, it 
seems, is to appeal to the Left’s bet-

ter angels. Although he worries that he may 
be insufficiently “nuanced, fair, and forgiv-

ing” in criticizing liberals, he is on the whole 
quite generous to them. “Progressives,” Levin 
writes, “can draw upon a deep reserve of expe-
rience in populist community and labor activ-
ism, a history of intellectual dalliances with 
a communitarian liberalism, and a lively elite 
culture of localist consumerism.” He tries 
to nudge them into accepting a modernized 

“public-option progressivism” in which the 
government would compete with the private 
sector to provide services (though he himself 
opposes it). 

Whether such a strategy will work is de-
batable, especially given the Left’s mount-
ing intolerance and position of power in the 
culture wars. In fact, it’s doubtful that much 
will change unless conservatives adopt a much 
more confrontational approach against pro-
gressives and their allies in the public and pri-
vate sectors. 

Should we reason with the Left—or de-
feat it? That is the question. And on it hinges, 
in no small part, whether we will build the 
America Yuval Levin envisions.

David Azerrad is the director of the B. Kenneth 
Simon Center for Principles and Politics and the 
AWC Family Foundation Fellow at the Heritage 
Foundation.
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Book Review by John J. Pitney, Jr.

America’s Relentless Suitor
The Nixon Effect: How Richard Nixon’s Presidency Fundamentally Changed American Politics, by Douglas E. Schoen.

Encounter Books, 392 pages, $25.99

According to some biographies, 
young Richard Nixon was doggedly 
persistent in courting his future wife, 

Pat. He did not give up when she said she 
didn’t want to see him. He did not give up 
when he showed up at her home and she told 
him to leave. He did not give up even when she 
said she wanted to go out with other guys—
indeed, he drove her to her dates. Eventually, 
she married him.

Nixon went on to become America’s re-
lentless suitor. Nothing ever kept him from 
our national doorstep: not his 1960 loss to 
John F. Kennedy; not his defeat in the 1962 
California’s governor’s race, which led to his 

“last press conference”; not his resignation af-
ter Watergate. In the 22 years since his death, 
his name has lingered in political conversa-
tion, usually as a warning or a slur. During the 
2016 presidential campaign, Hillary Clinton 
and Donald Trump have each been likened to 
Richard Nixon, and not in a nice way.

In the nixon effect, douglas e. schoen 
goes beyond the bogeyman clichés to ex-
plain why the 37th president was deeply 

consequential in ways both good and bad. 
Notwithstanding some glitches (details be-
low), the book is well-researched and thought-
ful, a worthy addition to the ever-expanding 
shelf of Nixonania.

Schoen writes that Nixon was a “pro-big 
government, pro-public spending, and pro-
safety net president.” This Republican and 
nominal conservative “may have turned out to 
be our most ‘statist’ president of the postwar 
period.” Although these observations may 
puzzle people who neither lived through the 
Nixon years nor studied his imprint on public 
policy, Schoen lays out the evidence very clear-
ly. Nixon launched two regulatory behemoths, 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
and the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA). His proposal for a 
guaranteed annual income fell short in Con-

gress but it did spawn the Supplemental Se-
curity Income program (SSI). And his failed 
health-insurance plan served as an inspiration 
for Bill Clinton and Barack Obama.

Though the White House taping system 
recorded him making racist comments that 
would shame David Duke, he kept the promise 
of Brown v. Board of Education (1957). Schoen 
notes: “Richard Nixon desegregated more 
schools than all other presidents combined.” 
His administration advanced the cause of af-
firmative action with the Philadelphia Plan, in-
volving “goals and timetables” for minority hir-
ing in the construction trades. He signed Title 
IX, a statute that banned sex discrimination in 
federally funded education programs and still 
has a deep impact on colleges and universities.

Although Schoen, a Democratic consul-
tant, generally gives high marks to Nixon’s 
liberal domestic policies, he also knows that 
some of these policies did serious harm to the 
country. Even though price increases were 
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running at a far-from-Weimar level of 5-6%, 
Nixon imposed wage and price controls in 
1971. This move was popular at first, the book 
observes, “though it came at a heavy long-term 
cost.” This appraisal echoes Nixon’s own. In 
a rare admission of error, the president wrote 
in his memoirs that the controls added to 
the economic woes of the later 1970s: “The 
piper must always be paid, and there was an 
unquestionably high price for tampering with 
the orthodox economic mechanisms.”

If the nixon effect were a work of in-
tellectual history, it might have gone into 
greater depth about the origins of Nixon’s 

approach to policy. Progressivism shaped him 
to a greater extent than most observers real-
ize. His father supported the Progressive Par-
ty candidacies of Theodore Roosevelt in 1912 
and Robert LaFollette in 1924, and his most 
influential professor at Whittier College was 
progressive historian Paul Smith. Nixon often 
spoke of his admiration for Woodrow Wilson, 
quoted him liberally, and hung his portrait in 
the Cabinet Room. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, 
who worked in the Nixon White House and 
who understood the world of ideas, wrote that 
a touch of Wilsonian progressivism was evi-
dent in Nixon’s legislative and administrative 
programs.

To conservatives, and especially many 
CRB readers, that influence would seem less 
a touch than a taint. Nixon’s reputation as 
a conservative stemmed from his early anti-
Communism and his pursuit of Soviet spy 
Alger Hiss. But on national security as much 
as on domestic issues, his presidential actions 
were scarcely those of a hard-line right-winger. 
He ended the military draft, gradually with-
drew from Vietnam, cut an arms-control deal 
with the USSR and, most famously, orches-
trated the diplomatic opening to mainland 
China.

Nixon did try to keep conservatives on his 
side. Among other things, he enlisted speech-
writers Pat Buchanan and Bill Gavin to add 
some conservative seasoning to his rhetoric. 
But for some on the Right, wage and price 
controls and the China gambit were too much 
to take. As Schoen puts it, “Moving leftward 
domestically, economically, and internation-
ally, he first frustrated, then alienated, and 
finally galvanized American conservatives to 
action.” Some rallied behind Ohio Congress-
man John Ashbrook’s underfunded and ul-
timately quixotic challenge to Nixon in the 
1972 primaries. Though not obvious at the 
time, the Ashbrook pushback was a step to-
ward much stronger conservative campaigns 
to come—including those of Ronald Reagan.

Just as Nixon was inadvertently nudging 
Republicans to the right, he was tempting 
Democrats to the left. When he co-opted 
their positions, he presented them with an 
unhappy choice: either side with a man they 
disliked and distrusted, or differentiate them-
selves by taking stands that were even more 
liberal. On issues such as health-care and 
welfare reform, they chose door number two. 
As a result, they bobbled the chance to en-
large the welfare state further. According to 
Schoen, Ted Kennedy’s greatest regret as a 
lawmaker was spurning Nixon’s health-care 
proposal, which could have become some-
thing like Obamacare nearly 40 years sooner.

“What made nixon so divisive 
domestically,” Schoen argues, 

“was that while his governance 
was mostly centrist, and sometimes flat-out 
liberal, his politics were much more confronta-
tional.” As his chief of staff, Alexander Haig, 
might have said, let me caveat that contention. 
No doubt Nixon did much to earn the title of 

“Tricky Dick” that his 1950 Senate foe Helen 
Gahagan Douglas bestowed upon him. But 
he often got as good as he gave. Conrad Black 
reminded us in his biography Richard M. Nix-
on (2007) that Douglas herself accused him 
of “nice, unadulterated fascism.” Evoking the 
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image of Hitler’s Brownshirts and Mussolini’s 
Blackshirts, she spoke of the “backwash of 
Republican young men in dark shirts.”

That quibble aside, Schoen offers real 
insight into the similarities between Nixon 
and another divisive centrist: Bill Clinton, 
who, although he made his first race as an 
anti-Watergate congressional candidate and 
his wife helped write the House Judiciary 
Committee report on impeachment, ended 
up relying on Nixon as a role model. “The 
concept of triangulation,” writes Schoen, “is 
what links Nixon and Clinton most closely at 
the political level: their positioning of them-
selves between the ideological and political 
poles.” Nixon approached welfare reform 
from the left and fell short, whereas Clinton 
approached it from the right and succeeded. 
At the same time, “Slick Willie” enraged his 
enemies as much as “Tricky Dick” had, and 
with harsh consequences.

Schoen suggests that our incumbent presi-
dent could also have learned from Nixon’s de-
termination, strategic vision, and immersion 
in foreign affairs. He faults President Obama 
for a variety of shortcomings ranging “from 
his lack of conviction about American pri-
macy in the world, to his preference for words 
over action, to his preference for domestic 
policy over international relations.”

The nixon effect is a fine book, but 
due diligence requires noting some in-
accuracies. Schoen identifies Arthur 

Fletcher, a champion of racial hiring prefer-
ences, as secretary of Labor; actually he was 
assistant secretary, an important difference. 
He suggests that Nixon and his 1968 election 
team wooed Dixiecrat Strom Thurmond into 
the GOP. In fact, Thurmond switched during 
the Goldwater campaign in 1964. Schoen cor-

rectly notes that spending on human resourc-
es exceeded spending on national defense 
between 1970 to 1975, and then adds: “It’s 
never happened again.” It most certainly has. 
In fiscal year 1975, human resource spending 
accounted for 52% of the budget, double the 
26% share for defense. Forty years later, the 
figures are 73.4% for human resources, and 
just 16% for defense.

Another minor error connects to an amus-
ing side note. Schoen refers to Representa-
tive John Brademas of Indiana as a Republi-
can. In fact, he was a liberal Democrat who 
lost to Republican John Hiler in 1980. In the 

1986 midterm, Hiler won reelection by just 
66 votes. Four years later, Nixon appeared 
at a closed-door House GOP meeting, and 
displayed his granular knowledge of electoral 
politics. Hiler started to ask a question, and 
Nixon interjected, “Landslide Hiler!”

Most surprising for a book that takes a 
fair-minded view of the 37th president, it 
repeats a pernicious urban legend about his 
1968 campaign. At a couple of points, Schoen 
insists that Nixon claimed to have a “secret 
plan” to end the Vietnam War. Although 
Nixon was vague about his Vietnam policy, 
he never spoke of any secret plan. Speech-

writer Ray Price wrote in 2002 that the myth 
originated with a wire story that inaccurately 
paraphrased the Republican hopeful’s stump 
speech. “We on the Nixon staff immediately 
pointed out, to all who would listen, that he 
had not claimed a ‘plan.’” 

As his book went to press late last 
year, Schoen added a brief afterword 
about the then-upcoming presidential 

race, imagining what Nixon might say:

Trump is something else. He is the 
living expression of the silent majority, 
circa 2016. You don’t think there’s anger 
and frustration out there? Just look at 
the crowds the man draws.

Schoen is right. Like Nixon in ’68, Trump 
responded to growing concerns about “law 
and order.” His then-campaign chief, Paul 
Manafort, told a media breakfast that Nixon’s 
acceptance speech was Trump’s template: 

“The Nixon 1968 speech—if you go back and 
read that speech—is pretty much on line with 
a lot of the issues that are going on today. And 
it was an instructive speech.”

For contemporary politicians across the 
spectrum, there is much to learn from Nixon’s 
virtues and vices. He knew his stuff, minded 
his words (at least in public), and was cool 
and deliberative in international affairs. He 
could also be amoral, paranoid, and vengeful, 
qualities that ended his presidency. “Always 
remember,” he said in his 1974 farewell to the 
White House staff, “others may hate you, but 
those who hate you don’t win unless you hate 
them, and then you destroy yourself.”

John J. Pitney, Jr., is the Roy P. Crocker Professor 
of Politics at Claremont McKenna College.

Nixon often spoke
of his admiration for 

Woodrow Wilson, quoted
him liberally, and hung 

his portrait in the 
Cabinet Room.
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Book Review by Freddy Gray

Hear Her Roar
Margaret Thatcher: The Authorized Biography, Volume II: At Her Zenith in London, Washington and Moscow, by Charles Moore.

Alfred A. Knopf, 880 pages, $35 (cloth), $24 (paper)

Women are taking over the 
world, you may have noticed. Bar-
ring a shocking win for Donald 

Trump, Hillary Clinton will soon be Amer-
ica’s first female. She will skip past the long-
standing German chancellor, Angela Merkel, 
in the world’s most powerful woman stakes. 
Next May, the National Front’s Marine Le 
Pen could well become France’s first madame 
la présidente, though don’t expect feminists 
to cheer. In Great Britain, meanwhile, we 
feel somewhat ahead of the progressive curve: 
our country now has its second female prime 
minister in Theresa May. 

Inevitably, May is compared with our first 
woman P.M., Margaret Thatcher, and there 
are similarities. Both May and Thatcher are 
Conservative Party leaders. They both come 
from solid English stock: Thatcher was a gro-
cer’s daughter; May, a vicar’s. Both women 
excite right-wing men who like their women 
bossy and tough. And May, like Thatcher, 
has assumed power when British politics is 
in turmoil. Thatcher reached 10 Downing 

Street after the 1978-79 “Winter of Discon-
tent” public sector strikes; May, after the 
country’s momentous vote to leave the Euro-
pean Union. 

In her first few months in charge, 
May seems almost to be aping the Iron 
Lady, rather as Barack Obama modelled 

his vocal patterns on Martin Luther King, Jr. 
At her first prime minister questions, for in-
stance, May, looking across the bench at op-
position leader Jeremy Corbyn, deepened her 
voice and said, “I’ve long heard the Labour 
Party asking what the Conservative Party 
does for women—well, it just keeps making 
us prime minister.” The House roared ap-
provingly, and right-wingers everywhere could 
imagine the late Mrs. Thatcher looking down 
and nodding in agreement.

The May-Thatcher parallel shouldn’t be 
stretched, however. May, who before becom-
ing P.M. survived six years as home secretary, 
is an establishment figure—however much 
she now pretends to stand against “the liberal 

elite.” She never sat comfortably among the 
more privileged “Notting Hill Tories” who 
dominated the party before her, but she was 
an important part of their administrations. 
Thatcher, on the other hand, was an outsider 
and an insurgent. She was secretary of State 
for Education and Science before becoming 
P.M., but she took over her party as a fresh 
thinker—a free-market ideologue, radi-
cal monetarist, and individualist. May took 
power after supporting the losing side of a 
democratic argument. She reached the top 
of the greasy pole having gone along with her 
predecessor David Cameron’s argument, that 
Britain should remain in the E.U. Thatcher 
succeeded Ted Heath as a repudiation of, and 
antidote to, the corporate state. May, by con-
trast, is being called the first “post-Thatcherite” 
P.M. because, in her interpretation of “Brex-
it”—Britain’s departure from the E.U—she 
appears to be running counter to an open 
borders globalist philosophy. She wants, like 
an Anglican Donald Trump, to protect Brit-
ish jobs for British workers. She has, however, 
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adopted this radicalism only after reaching 10 
Downing Street. 

Theresa may might prove to be as 
great a leader as Thatcher, though it is 
too early for that book to be written. 

What have been written, and should be read 
by anyone interested in British politics, are 
the first two volumes of Charles Moore’s au-
thorized biography of the Iron Lady. Moore 
is arguably Britain’s greatest living journalist, 
and the most formidable writer on the Brit-
ish Right. His intense seriousness of purpose, 
however, does not preclude a sense of mischief. 
His beautiful formal style is shot through by 
a sharp, even sometimes a vicious, wit. His 
enormous study (1,700 pages so far with the 
third volume due later this year) is a work of 
serious and passionate scholarship. The first 
volume, From Grantham to the Falklands, ex-
amined Thatcher from girlhood—including 
some curious details from her youthful ro-
mantic life—to her first years in power. The 
second, At Her Zenith in London, Washington 
and Moscow (the U.K. subtitle, Everything She 
Wants, is a song by ’80s pop group Wham!, 
a typically ironic Moore touch lost in the 
American edition) chronicles a great woman 
at the apogee of her power, from 1982 to 
1987. At Her Zenith lacks the first volume’s 
sweep, but that is hardly surprising. These 
tumultuous years demand analysis on a vast 
number of fronts, and Moore explores them 
all: from negotiating handing back Hong 
Kong to China to building a channel tunnel 
with France; from the intricacies of her rela-
tionship with Ronald Reagan to her role in 
combating apartheid in South Africa. Every-
where there were enemies to be fought: the 
Soviets, the striking miners, the IRA, the 

“wets” (i.e., the liberal squishes) in the Con-
servative Party. There is excitement and peril 
in every aspect. 

Earlier biographies have rushed this pe-
riod. The mid-1980s are typically portrayed 
either as a time of soaring triumph—if the 
author is right-leaning and inclined towards 
hagiography—or of thoughtless destruc-
tion—if the writer is an embittered leftie. 
Moore’s approach is more nuanced. He 
shows that, though Thatcher may have ap-
peared unstoppable, every week of these vi-
tal years was marked by petty anxieties and 
bureaucratic obstruction. Yet even amid 
the most detailed analyses of her endless 
rows with civil servants, Moore manages to 
remind us of Thatcher’s overarching mis-
sion. She wanted to reshape politics, and the 
world, to conform to her will. She was en-
gineering what we now call Thatcherism—a 
still-potent political philosophy. As Moore 

puts it: 

The concept of Thatcherism was simul-
taneously vague—in the sense that it 
had no agreed sacred text or statement 
of principles—and strong…. Instead of 
conservatism being a method of order-
ly retreat before the forces of socialist 
progress, Thatcherism saw it as a dy-
namic and creative force, the best way of 
advancing the prosperity and security of 
the many. Thatcherism set out to prove 
that the modern world could be shaped 
in the interests of greater liberty.

American readers will find the 
passages on Thatcher’s bond with 
Ronald Reagan particularly interest-

ing. Much has been written about these two 
titanic figures, whose relationship remains 
endlessly fascinating. Moore goes further and 
digs deeper than most professional historians: 
he shows Reagan’s awe for Thatcher, and how 
their friendship’s strange dynamic—stiff yet 
half-romantic—helped them muddle through 
difficult moments. During the American in-
vasion of Grenada (a British Commonwealth 
territory) in 1983 the affection was strained. 
Thatcher had assured the British that U.S. 
military action was not in the cards, only to 
discover that the Americans had initiated an 
attack without warning her. She felt affronted 
and perturbed; Reagan’s move was a pain-
ful reminder that, for all their shared values, 
protecting Britain’s delicate pride could never 
top the United States’ agenda. Nevertheless, 
as Howard Baker, later Reagan’s chief of staff, 
said, “Maggie Thatcher was the only person 
who could intimidate Ronald Reagan.” So 
when Reagan rang to apologize for “the em-
barrassment that’s been caused,” his tone was 
sheepish (like “a naughty schoolboy,” accord-
ing to Thatcher’s private secretary, Robin But-
ler). Thatcher contained herself on the phone. 
She thanked Reagan for calling: “the action 
is underway now, and we just hope it will be 
successful,” she said. In a BBC interview a few 
days later, however, she vented her frustration: 

“when things happen in other countries which 
we don’t like, we don’t just march in.” These 
words infuriated the Americans, who felt 
Thatcher was being hypocritical and ungrate-
ful, given her recent invasion of the Falklands, 
and America’s support for that intervention. 

Yet the awkwardness did not last. In fact, 
Thatcher’s unwillingness to play along with 
whatever the world’s greatest power wanted 
strengthened the special relationship. Thatch-
er was no Yankee poodle, and for that she 
commanded Reagan’s admiration. Her atti-
tude towards America was more robust and Amherst & Boston  www.umass.edu/umpress  1-800-537-5487 
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healthy than the soppy love-in between Presi-
dent George W. Bush and Tony Blair. Where 
Blair wrote fawning memos to Dubya—“with 
you, whatever,” he told Bush in an Iraq War 
memo—Thatcher never shied from telling 
Reagan what she really thought. Over the 
Middle East peace process, for instance, she 
risked causing Reagan difficulty by seeking 
accommodation with moderate Arab leaders 
over the Palestinian question. This irritated 
the more hawkish elements in Washington 
and Tel Aviv. But the Gipper let her be. In 
the words of National Security Advisor Bud 
McFarlane, “To him, [she] was kind of a child 
of Churchill. This was the person above all 
others whom he was privileged to know in his 
presidency and he was confident would have 
an enduring place in history.” Thatcher was 
for her part always won over by what Moore 
calls Reagan’s “gentlemanly charm…his cour-
tesy to her as a woman.”

One doesn’t have to be a Thatcherite to 
share Moore’s obvious nostalgia for Thatcher. 
Say what you want about her, she was unde-
niably a woman of substance and immense 
courage. Today’s P.R.-driven political figures 
shrivel in comparison. Thatcher indulged 
in play-acting when occasion demanded, as 
Moore shows, but she always pursued what 
she believed to be true. She was frank even 
though it made her despised. As Philip Lar-
kin put it, “Her great virtue is saying that two 

and two make four, which is as unpopular 
nowadays as it has always been.”

How would thatcher have got 
out of the European pickle that May 
finds herself in? Would she have ap-

proved of Brexit? During the referendum cam-
paigns, the pro-E.U. “Remain” camp stressed 
to right-wingers that even Thatcher, their her-
oine, saw the value of a united Europe. The 
single market appealed to her free-market in-
stincts; British businesses, she insisted, would 
benefit from “the cold shower” of continental 
competition. But it is disingenuous to make 
Thatcher out to be a Euro-federalist avant la 
lettre. As Moore, a keen “Brexiteer,” shows, 
she did everything she could to restrain the 
political ambitions of the union’s architects. 
She agreed to European idealism’s “windy 
rhetoric” when it helped her secure concrete 
gains in her nation’s interest. She believed 
Ted Heath had negotiated a terrible financial 
arrangement with the E.U.’s predecessor, the 
European Economic Community, and was de-
termined to put it right. “We want our money 
back,” she said, repeatedly. Through sheer 
stubbornness, she succeeded: the rebate she 
negotiated infuriated other European lead-
ers, but it saved Britain a fortune. The official 
Treasury figure for the amount recouped by 
2015 is £78 billion. Still, as the French diplo-
mat Hubert Védrine noted, “[s]he did not see 

it at all as a victory.” French economist Jacques 
Attali told Moore that President François 
Mitterrand was surprised to see Thatcher “al-
most in tears” as she struck the deal. Moore is 
keen to stress that, in her later years, Thatcher 
realized she had underestimated the extent 
of the E.U.’s supranationalist nature: “In her 
memoirs, Mrs. Thatcher wrote that she had 
been ‘wrong’ to think, as she told the House 
of Commons at the time, that ‘European and 
political union…mean a good deal less than 
some people over here think they mean.’”

On the European front, then, Thatcher is 
perhaps the opposite of May, who seems more 
technocratic and cautious than Thatcher. May 
has come to power on the back of a democratic 
demand to take Britain away from Brussels, 
despite not supporting that risky cause prior to 
the vote. She now says “Brexit means Brexit”; 
Eurosceptics are understandably suspicious of 
her intentions. Thatcher, on the other hand, 
supported closer European integration against 
her political instincts. “It was only later that she 
worked out—and publicly declared—what she 
thought,” Moore concludes. Her late conver-
sion to a more hardline Euro-skepticism would 

“cause delight and dismay in roughly equal 
measure.” Precisely the same words could be 
applied to the 2016 E.U. referendum result.

Freddy Gray is deputy editor of The Spectator.
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Book Review by Peter McNamara

Team of Rivals
Hamilton versus Jefferson in the Washington Administration: Completing the Founding or Betraying the Founding?, by Carson Holloway.

Cambridge University Press, 354 pages, $99.99 (cloth), $34.99 (paper)

“All our histories recognize…the 
existence from the very beginning of 
our national career of two different 

and, in some respects, antagonistic groups of 
political ideas,—the ideas which were repre-
sented by Jefferson, and the ideas which were 
represented by Hamilton.” So wrote Herbert 
Croly in his sweeping and influential Pro-
gressive interpretation of American political 
thought, The Promise of American Life (1909). 
Croly’s ambition was to combine the two doc-
trines into a synthesis that could respond to 
dramatic changes in American society and 
transcend Alexander Hamilton’s and Thomas 
Jefferson’s narrow individualism.

Carson Holloway’s Hamilton versus Jeffer-
son in the Washington Administration: Com-
pleting the Founding or Betraying the Found-
ing? has no such grand design. Holloway, 
who teaches politics at the University of 
Nebraska, focuses on the conflict between 
Hamilton and Jefferson during their time 
together in President George Washington’s 
cabinet (1790-93). He does not see the men 
as representing broad historical forces, nor 

does he attempt “a comprehensive evalua-
tion of the merits of each man’s arguments.” 
Instead, he limits himself to a careful expli-
cation and critique of their arguments while 
cabinet members. This tight focus sheds new 
light on the clash between these towering 
figures. Holloway is especially good at show-
ing how each man balanced considerations 
of expediency, morality, and constitutional 
fidelity. He also notes striking similarities 
between the problems and arguments of 
the 1790s and those of today. Debates about 
public debt, financial speculation, crony cap-
italism, banks “too big to fail,” the health of 
manufacturing, bailouts, and the size and 
scope of government were very much part of 
the 1790s, even if different terms were used. 

Washington appointed hamilton 
secretary of the Treasury in Sep-
tember 1789, and Jefferson secre-

tary of State in March 1790. The president 
left the precise responsibilities of the different 
cabinet posts unclear, and frequently consult-
ed multiple cabinet members about the same 

subject. This was a recipe for a bureaucratic 
turf war; what ensued was something much 
more bitter—and illuminating. Holloway 
relates Jefferson’s intensifying opposition to 
Hamilton, culminating in a series of extraor-
dinary personal attacks. Writing to Wash-
ington in September 1792, Jefferson attacked 
Hamilton as “a man whose history, from the 
moment at which history can stoop to notice 
him, is a tissue of machinations against the 
liberty of the country which has not only re-
ceived him and given him bread, but heaped 
its honors on his head.” 

Holloway divides the clash into domestic 
and foreign affairs, with domestic affairs tak-
ing up roughly two thirds of his account. Re-
sponding to congressional requests, Hamilton 
delivered a series of far-reaching economic re-
ports in 1790-91 on the public debt and the 
state of manufacturing. His recommenda-
tions for assuming the states’ revolutionary 
war debts, refinancing the national debt, cre-
ating a national bank, and encouraging manu-
facturing constituted a detailed plan for the 
American economy. Though Jefferson initially 
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helped secure debt assumption in return for 
placing the capital on the Potomac, he came 
to object to almost every detail of Hamilton’s 
plan. In a letter to Washington in May 1792 
he accused Hamilton of needlessly increas-
ing the debt, failing to provide for its speedy 
extinguishment, introducing an oppressive 
excise tax, creating a parasitic financial class, 
diverting labor away from productive agricul-
tural pursuits, corrupting the legislature, and 
favoring the North over the South. Taken to-
gether, these policies would prove a “stepping 
stone to monarchy” in the United States—the 
true goal of Hamilton and his “corrupt squad-
ron of…Monarchical federalists.” 

Washington made Jefferson’s letter known 
to Hamilton and invited a response. In a 
point-by-point refutation, Hamilton argued 
that Jefferson, whose debt solution was sim-
ply disguised default, either had no grasp 
of the economic foundations of the modern 
nation-state or was in the grip of a starry-
eyed political theory—or both. He also ridi-
culed the idea that his goal was a monarchy. 
The “republican genius” of the American 
people meant that monarchy could only be 
introduced on the republican experiment’s 
ruins—an experiment Hamilton was duti-
fully working to secure. The hypocritical Jef-
ferson feigned republican modesty but was 
secretly a relentless schemer and climber. His 

criticisms, wrote Hamilton, were meant to 
weaken the government and, by so doing, ad-
vance his own ambitions. Hamilton accused 
Jefferson of “torturing” the Constitution with 
rules of construction that would enervate the 
government and reduce it to “the same state 
of imbecility which rendered the old confed-
eration contemptible.”

Neither jefferson nor hamilton 
had accepted the Constitution un-
reservedly. Writing to John Adams 

in November 1787, Jefferson exclaimed:

I confess there are things in it that stag-
ger all my dispositions to subscribe to 
what such an assembly has proposed…. 
I think all of the good of this new consti-
tution might have been couched in three 
or four new articles to be added to the 
good old venerable fabric [the Articles of 
Confederation], which should have been 
preserved even as a religious relic.

And though Hamilton labored heroically to 
get the Constitution ratified he feared “the 
most likely result” of its adoption was that 
the power of the states—especially the larg-
est ones—would cause the Union’s disinte-
gration. He hoped “[a] good administration 
will conciliate the confidence and affection 

of the people and perhaps enable the gov-
ernment to acquire more consistency than 
the proposed constitution seems to promise 
for so great a Country.” These very different 
starting points put Hamilton and Jefferson 
on a collision course. 

Hamilton’s advocacy for an energetic na-
tional government went hand-in-hand with 
his liberal construction of the Constitution. 
His interpretations of the “necessary and 
proper” and “general welfare” clauses pro-
voked severe criticisms from Jefferson (and 
James Madison). Jefferson believed Hamilton 
egregiously stretched the text of the Consti-
tution and departed from its popular under-
standing at the time it was drafted and rati-
fied, undermining its fundamental purpose 
of establishing a government of few and enu-
merated powers. Hamilton responded that he 
was following the text of the Constitution—
the only reasonable guide to determining its 
meaning—and that effective government re-
quired a liberal interpretation. The Constitu-
tion clearly permitted some things to the na-
tional government and forbid others, but, ar-
gued Hamilton, there remained a “good deal 
of middle ground, about which honest and 
well-disposed men may differ.” In keeping 
with this view, Holloway notes the numerous 
times Hamilton acknowledged that some dis-
agreements—notwithstanding his preferred 

NEW FROM GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY PRESS

American Power and Liberal Order
A Conservative Internationalist 
Grand Strategy
Paul D. Miller
978-1-62616-342-3, cloth, $32.95
978-1-62616-343-0, ebook, $32.95

Arab Fall
How the Muslim Brotherhood 
Won and Lost Egypt in 891 Days
Eric Trager 
978-1-62616-362-1, cloth, $32.95
978-1-62616-363-8, ebook, $32.95

Crude Strategy
Rethinking the US Military 
Commitment to Defend Persian Gulf Oil
Charles L. Glaser and 
Rosemary A. Kelanic, Editors
978-1-62616-335-5, paper, $32.95
978-1-62616-334-8, cloth, $64.95
978-1-62616-336-2, ebook, $32.95

FOLLOW US @GUPRESS

AVAILABLE AS EBOOKS FROM 
SELECT EBOOK RETAILERS.

978-1-62616-343-0, ebook, $32.95 978-1-62616-363-8, ebook, $32.95



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2016
Page 30

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

position—might need to be clarified by con-
stitutional amendments.

Holloway’s foreign affairs sec-
tion focuses on the rivals’ compet-
ing policies towards France. One 

of Jefferson’s last acts as secretary of State 
was a foreign commerce report in December 
1793 advocating using trade as a weapon to 
improve the international system. His target 
was Great Britain; he believed France might 
be an ally in reform. This was an important 
but often submerged issue in the economic 
conflicts of 1791-92. Trade-wars, Jefferson 
thought, were a viable alternative to shoot-
ing wars. Madison had agitated for this ap-
proach since his time in the first Congress, 
and he resumed in earnest after the appear-
ance of Jefferson’s report and renewed Brit-
ish provocations. Hamilton thought it was 
madness. It underestimated British power, 
misread British intentions, and evinced a mis-
taken theory about the relationship between 
commerce and progress. Though Hamilton 
did not rule out punitive economic measures, 
his major recommendations to Washington 
were to negotiate and vigorously prepare for 
war. Their disagreement would play itself out 
disastrously in Jefferson’s embargo and in the 
War of 1812. 

Holloway finds Jefferson and Hamilton 
largely agreeing on the immediate policy 
questions called forth by the French Revolu-
tion and its aftermath—critically, on the need 
to stay neutral in European wars—but dis-
agreeing on how that policy should be effect-
ed. He masterfully compares their contrast-
ing attitudes concerning the French Revolu-
tion. Hamilton was an early skeptic; Jefferson 
an enthusiast, in almost the religious sense 
of that term. One thing Holloway does not 
emphasize enough is Jefferson’s revolutionary 
fervor on his return from France, and his im-
mediate feeling of opposition in America. Jef-
ferson reports that he was filled with “wonder 
and mortification” at the views prevailing in 
the new (American) government and among 
its friends. “An apostate I could not be,” he 
wrote, “nor yet a hypocrite: and I found my-
self…the only advocate on the republican side” 
[emphasis added]. 

In light of the french regime change 
it was debatable whether America was still 
bound by its 1778 treaty with France. In 

contrast with the debates about public credit, 
Holloway here finds Jefferson a stickler for na-
tions strictly keeping their word, and Hamil-
ton more flexible in dealing with the changed 
circumstances. Holloway also provides an 

extended and highly illuminating account of 
the “Pacificus” (Hamilton) versus “Helvidius” 
(Madison) newspaper debate over the Neu-
trality Proclamation. The common assump-
tion that Madison spoke for Jefferson on this 
issue is somewhat at odds with Hamilton’s 
claim that, in the cabinet, he and Jefferson 
saw eye-to-eye on executive power questions, 
even where they differed sharply on policy. 
Jefferson did oppose a neutrality proclama-
tion, and thought it especially inappropriate 
for the executive branch to issue one. But even 
if he agreed with Madison that the executive 
had usurped legislative powers in making the 
proclamation, it is doubtful that Jefferson 
would have insisted as emphatically as Madi-
son on the constitutional difficulties, rather 
than on the policy and moral issues. Jefferson 
saw the fate of the French Revolution as inti-
mately tied to the fate of the American Revo-
lution and the cause of liberty worldwide. Its 
defeat, he feared, would embolden Europe’s 
monarchs and America’s “monocrats” to make 
an attempt on American liberty. 

Holloway offers two main con-
clusions. The first is negative: ap-
peals to “the founders” entail an 

obvious and grave difficulty, since the leading 
founders disagreed sharply on questions of 
policy and principle. His second conclusion 
is positive. Holloway believes that Hamilton 
and Jefferson show the depth and seriousness 
characteristic of genuinely great statesman-
ship. They were partisans but not mere parti-
sans. They rigorously thought through ques-
tions of policy with a view to the regime’s fun-
damental needs. They also carefully weighed 
moral questions when they seemed to conflict 
with real necessities. 

In the background of Holloway’s story is 
Washington’s prudential statesmanship. It 
was Washington who first combined the doc-
trines of Hamilton and Jefferson. He shared 
with both an understanding of the importance 
of individual rights and the binding force of 
the Constitution. It was precisely these deep, 
foundational points of agreement that Croly’s 
Progressive synthesis set out to destroy. Car-
son Holloway’s careful presentation of each 
man’s arguments makes them available to us 
today with unprecedented clarity. This ac-
complishment—important in itself—should 
prove highly valuable at a time when both the 
progressive synthesis and the conservative re-
action to it suffer from intellectual exhaustion.

Peter McNamara teaches political theory at 
Utah State University, and is the editor of The 
Noblest Minds: Fame, Honor, and the Amer-
ican Founding (Rowman & Littlefield).
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Book Review by Justin Dyer

Nature in the Dock
Natural Law in Court: A History of Legal Theory in Practice, by R.H. Helmholz.

Harvard University Press, 288 pages, $45

In his 1775 pamphlet “the farmer re-
futed,” 20-year-old Alexander Hamilton 
took the leading New York City loyalist 

Samuel Seabury to task for his enmity “to the 
natural rights of mankind.” Ignorance of natu-
ral rights was no excuse in such an enlight-
ened age, but such ignorance did, Hamilton 
insisted, extenuate one’s guilt. His advice to 
the illustrious Seabury: “Apply yourself, with-
out delay, to the study of the law of nature.” 
To the introductory student of natural law, 
Hamilton recommended Grotius, Pufendorf, 
Locke, Montesquieu, and Burlamaqui along 
with “other excellent writers on this subject.” 
These writers, as well as “[g]ood and wise 
men, in all ages,” taught that “the deity, from 
the relations, we stand in, to himself and to 
each other, has constituted an eternal and im-
mutable law, which is, indispensably, obliga-
tory upon all mankind, prior to any human 
institution whatever.” And it is upon this law, 
Hamilton insisted, that the “natural rights of 
mankind” depend.

For good measure, he drew at length from 
the works of William Blackstone, whom all 
young lawyers read and revered. The law of 

nature, Blackstone taught generations of    
attorneys in Britain and America, is “bind-
ing over all the globe, in all countries, and at 
all times. No human laws are of any validity, 
if contrary to this; and such of them as are 
valid, derive all their authority, mediately, or 
immediately, from this original.” The theo-
retical framework of natural law was perva-
sive in colonial America, and it was firmly 
embedded in the broader tradition of British 
constitutionalism. The idiom of natural law 
and natural rights filled the pamphlets and 
sermons, speeches and treatises, courtroom 
debates and legal arguments, of a generation 
of statesmen and lawyers in America. Even 
when some concept of natural law wasn’t ex-
plicitly appealed to, it was often implicitly 
assumed. 

What does it matter that every-
one at one time seemed to believe 
in natural law, and that the natu-

ral law tradition provided a broadly accepted 
paradigm for thinking about the founda-
tions of law and morality? This is the chal-
lenge Georgetown University law profes-

sor Randy Barnett posed at a conference to 
R.H. Helmholz, the Ruth Wyatt Rosenson 
Distinguished Service Professor of Law at 
the University of Chicago. Hemholz, Bar-
nett averred, had proved two things during 
the course of a presentation about the his-
tory of early modern courtroom appeals to 
natural law: “first, that ‘everyone believed in 
it,’ and second, that ‘it made no difference.’” 
After that exchange with Barnett, Helmholz 
writes, he “set out to discover what place the 
law of nature had occupied in legal prac-
tice in three different arenas: the European 
courts, the English courts, and the courts of 
the young American republic.” That natural 
law did in fact make a difference in actual 
litigation is the thesis Helmholz defends 
in Natural Law in Court: A History of Legal 
Theory in Practice.

Unsurprisingly, Helmholz’s preliminary 
inquiry verified what Barnett had already 
conceded about the history of natural law: 
that at one time “everyone believed in it.” 
Natural law was a ubiquitous part of legal 
education in continental Europe and Britain 
from the medieval to the modern period. In 
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law theory before even coming to Blackstone, 
whose Commentaries “was a point of entry to 
the common law for virtually every American 
law student” during the founding era and well 
into the 19th century. As Helmholz com-
ments, it “is no source of wonder, therefore, 
that the law of nature should have appeared in 
the arguments and decisions in cases argued 
before American courts of law.” 

Although not discussed by Helmholz, 
John Quincy Adams’s argument at the bar of 
the Supreme Court in the Amistad case (1841) 
provides one high-profile example of a promi-
nent American attorney and politician tying 
together these various threads during the 
course of litigation. Drawing from the Bible, 
Justinian, English common law, the Declara-
tion of Independence, and the U.S. Constitu-
tion, Adams defended the rights of enslaved 
Africans who had overtaken and killed their 
Spanish captors on board the slave ship La 
Amistad before sailing the schooner to the 
coast of New York. The technical legal ques-
tions of the case involved points of interna-
tional law, including colonial Spanish policy 
in Cuba and a treaty provision that obligated 
the U.S. to return property recovered from 
pirates. Yet in the course of a long and learned 
oration, Adams proclaimed that he knew “of 
no other law that reaches the case of my cli-

ents, but the law of nature and of Nature’s 
God on which our fathers placed our own na-
tional existence.”

In his opinion for the Court in the Amis-
tad case, Joseph Story insisted that the case 

“must be decided upon the eternal principles 
of justice and international law.” In this case, 
according to the Court, the requirements of 
the positive law happily coincided with the 
dictates of natural law. When the positive law 
abrogated natural law principles, however—
as it often did in the laws governing slavery—
judges like Story confined themselves to the 
application of the positive law. Indeed, just a 
year later Story wrote an opinion for the Court 
in Prigg v. Pennsylvania (1842) that upheld the 
federal Fugitive Slave Act while overturning 
a Pennsylvania law designed to protect blacks 
against arbitrary abduction and violence at 
the hands of professional slave-catchers.

To revisit barnett’s second chal-
lenge, then, what did it matter that ev-
eryone believed in natural law if they 

were willing to legally sanction and safeguard 
practices, such as slavery, that were in con-
travention of the laws of nature? Helmholz’s 
answer is that it mattered quite a lot for litiga-
tion across a range of issues in Europe and the 
United States. In concrete cases involving civil 

continental Europe, students began study-
ing civil law by reading the Institutes and the 
Digest of Justinian, the 6th-century Byzan-
tine emperor who codified ancient Roman 
law into the Corpus Juris Civilis and affirmed 
natural law as the underlying source of posi-
tive law. Students of the English common 
law almost surely would have read the works 
of the 13th-century cleric and jurist Henry 
de Bracton and, later, William Blackstone’s 
18th-century Commentaries on the Laws of 
England. Common law lawyers such as Brac-
ton and Blackstone built on the categories of 
the Roman law and continued to emphasize 
the fundamental importance of natural law 
even as they adapted certain categories of 
Roman law to new circumstances in England. 

Beyond these introductory legal 
texts, there were scores of other books 
that explicated the law of nature spe-

cifically, including the works of Hugo Gro-
tius, Samuel Pufendorf, John Locke, and the 
others whom Hamilton had commended to 
Bishop Seabury on the eve of the American 
Revolution. Although law faculties did not 
exist at the first American universities, stu-
dents did encounter the canonical texts of 
political philosophy in the regular curriculum 
and would have been well versed in natural 
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and criminal procedure, family law and suc-
cession, property regulations, and statutory 
interpretation, attorneys and judges explicitly 
and repeatedly invoked the law of nature or 
some cognate concept such as natural rights 
or natural justice. In continental courts these 
appeals to natural law “served various ends: to 
create presumptions, to interpret statutes, to 
evaluate commercial transactions, to solve dis-
putes within a family, and to restrain arbitrary 
exercises of power.” Across the channel, there 

“were evident English parallels to the ways in 
which lawyers employed the law of nature in 
Continental courts,” and these parallels “can 
be explained by the widely shared belief by 
lawyers on both sides of the Channel that 
natural law was an authentic source of law.” 
The same can be said of courts in the young 
American republic, where the explicit invoca-
tion of natural law in the courtroom “comes 
close to matching in substance and frequency 
the evidence drawn from the European and 
English case law.”

In nearly all of these cases, Helmholz points 
out, natural law was subsidiary. Lawyers and 
judges invoked natural law to supplement but 
not supplant the established legal rules, cus-
toms, and usages of the community in ques-
tion. Rarely did they invoke the natural law 
against the positive law. Acknowledging this 
does not undermine Helmholz’s thesis, for 
he is simply making the case that natural law 
was relevant to actual legal practice—a lim-
ited but important claim given conventional 
professorial wisdom to the contrary. “Exactly 
how large a place it occupied in practice with-
in any particular system of government and 
its legal arm is open to debate,” he concludes, 

“but that it had no relevance whatsoever to the 
daily events of human life or to the everyday 
concerns of practicing lawyers is not.”

A general difficulty with a study 
like this is that we must be clear, from 
the outset, about what we mean by 

“natural law.” What exactly is the object of our 
study? Natural law theorists try to make sense 
of moral reality by systematically reflecting on 

the nature of human beings and investigating 
what is practically required for human beings 
to live well. When we talk about “natural law,” 
then, we might either be talking about (1) the 
underlying moral reality that we encounter in 
our lived experience, which natural law theo-
rists try to understand, or (2) the set of ideas 
that comprises a particular theory about the 
moral structure of the universe we inhabit. 
When Helmholz asks whether natural law 
had any practical effect on the law in Europe, 
England, and America during a time when 
most people professed belief in natural law, 
he really is asking whether ideas men believed 
about natural law had any practical effect dur-
ing this period—not whether the moral real-
ity of natural law itself had such an effect. 

The extent to which ideas influence case 
outcomes is a difficult thing for any historian 
or social scientist to prove. What we can do 
is gather evidence, and Helmholz therefore 
goes in search of explicit invocations of the 
law of nature during the course of litigation. 
This is a methodologically safe path to take, 
and it allows him to contend successfully with 
the thesis that natural law is merely academic. 
But it also significantly limits his inquiry and 
screens from view much of the practical sig-
nificance of natural law. As we construct legal 
systems, write constitutions, debate methods 
of statutory interpretation, and determine 
which of two parties ought to win in an ad-
versarial proceeding under the rule of law, we 
appeal (whether explicitly or implicitly) to 
normative standards of judgment and some 
concept of practical reasonableness and hu-
man well-being. 

Understood in this light, natural law will 
have implications for even those cases in 
which no one comes forward and says, “Thus 
saith the natural law.” For if what the tradi-
tion claims about moral reality is true—that 
the natural moral law, known on some level 
to all, just is the starting point for practical 
reason—then every instance of reasoned ar-
gument about good or bad or choiceworthy 
or fitting courses of action for human beings 
is in some sense an example (even if con-

fused) of the natural law in practice. Even 
the argument that a judge ought to be bound 
by the positive law when it runs counter to 
the natural law or that it would be unjust 
for a judge to invoke natural law is an un-
derhanded appeal to the very concepts with 
which natural law theory deals—justice, ob-
ligation, individual well-being, and the com-
mon good. Limiting our inquiry to cases in 
which there are direct appeals to the natu-
ral law is like limiting a study of speech to 
orations in which people first announce that 
they will be speaking. 

With a different methodologi-
cal lens, the full extent of the prac-
tical influence of natural law might 

start to come into focus. Although Helmholz’s 
case for the practical importance of natural 
law therefore could have been made even more 
comprehensively than he makes it, he does mar-
shal enough evidence to put away the old saw 
about natural law having no practical import. 
Although today professed belief in natural law 
is far from ubiquitous, as it once was, we still do 
appeal implicitly and explicitly to its concepts 
and terms, although now often in a disfigured 
guise. Reasonableness, human flourishing and 
well-being, human rights, human dignity, so-
cial justice, and similar concepts developed 
within this larger natural law framework. Now 
divorced from that framework, these concepts 
often are employed simply as linguistic weap-
ons in a power struggle that allows for no 
meaningful distinction between force and right, 
and prioritizes will over reason. The proper re-
sponse is not to seek refuge in legal positivism, 
which has failed to stem the tide even for a time, 
but rather to recover and refine the rich moral 
tradition that guided the statesmen and jurists 
who built our civilization.

Justin Dyer is associate professor of political sci-
ence and director of the Kinder Institute on Con-
stitutional Democracy at the University of Mis-
souri. His most recent book, with Micah Watson, 
is C.S. Lewis on Politics and the Natural Law 
(Cambridge University Press).
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

Liberty or Death
Our Republican Constitution: Securing the Liberty and Sovereignty of We the People, by Randy E. Barnett.

Broadside Books, 320 pages, $26.99

Randy barnett is now among the 
most prominent constitutional schol-
ars on the Right. Though he has taught 

law at Georgetown for many years (and before 
that at Boston University), he started his ca-
reer as a criminal prosecutor. He once told me 
it was excellent preparation for constitutional 
advocacy: to persuade jurors, a prosecutor has 
to keep them focused on a compelling story. 

In Our Republican Constitution, Barnett 
tells a number of related stories that are quite 
compelling. Although they won’t, by them-
selves, derail legal advocates or judges who are 
inspired by different stories, they should give 
heart to believers in limited government—in 
a season when they have much reason to be 
disheartened.

Barnett starts with a personal story. In 
the constitutional debate over the Affordable 
Care Act (“Obamacare”), most commentators 
took for granted that this far-reaching legisla-

tion would easily withstand any constitution-
al challenge. Barnett was one of the very few 
constitutional lawyers to notice that requiring 
every person to buy health insurance—even 
someone not employed, nor engaged in buy-
ing or selling—went beyond the current loose 
judicial interpretation of Congress’s power to 

“regulate commerce among the states.” After 
articulating his analysis in a variety of politi-
cal forums, Barnett helped write the brief for 
the Supreme Court appeal by the National 
Federation of Independent Business, the main 
challenger to the ACA. Five Supreme Court 
Justices endorsed these arguments, holding 
that the Affordable Care Act couldn’t be jus-
tified as a regulation of commerce. 

That wasn’t enough to end the Obamacare 
project, alas. Chief Justice Roberts joined 
with four liberal Justices to uphold the mea-
sure as a tax—an interpretation that had not 
been argued before the Court nor seriously 

briefed, because no one had thought to rely on 
that justification. Evidently, the Chief Justice 
was determined to avoid a confrontation with 
the Obama White House on its signature leg-
islative achievement. 

Still, five Justices had affirmed that when 
the Constitution says Congress can “regulate 
commerce among the states” it means Con-
gress can control activities with some fairly 
direct connection to commerce across state 
lines—and not intervene in any private activ-
ity at all that some people may regard as linked 
vaguely to the economy. Even today, it can mat-
ter what the Constitution actually says and 
what it is most reasonably interpreted to mean. 

The larger story barnett wants 
to tell in his book is about the Consti-
tution itself. He wants to anchor the 

Constitution in the doctrine of natural rights, 
and makes a compelling case that Thomas 
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Jefferson’s elegant but sketchy phrasing in 
the Declaration of Independence—“endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights”—was not just a nod to famous Euro-
pean texts of the previous century but a de-
liberate abridgement of a longer exposition in 
George Mason’s draft of the Virginia Decla-
ration of Rights, which Mason had penned a 
few weeks earlier. 

The language of Mason’s draft provided a 
fuller, more emphatic statement of natural 
rights—so much so that in Virginia, slave-
owning delegates insisted on toning down 
the final text published in June 1776. But, as 
Barnett shows, the language of Mason’s draft 
was incorporated into various state constitu-
tions—in Northern states, where the anti-
slavery implications took root. Two genera-
tions later, anti-slavery advocates rediscovered 
the logic of natural rights, invoking them to 
show that the Constitution could not bar 
anti-slavery measures. These arguments were 
then embraced after the Civil War by drafters 
of the 14th Amendment. 

Barnett’s main point is that ear-
lier generations put the emphasis on 
individual rights. The founders pre-

sented their project as “republican.” A com-
peting view, which Barnett calls the “Demo-
cratic Constitution,” has emphasized the right 
of the majority to get its way (government by 

“consent of the governed”). Progressives in the 
late 19th century were even more eager to 
equate justice with majority rule. That is part 
of the reason, Barnett argues, they were so in-
different to courts diluting the post-Civil War 
Amendments; they were not prepared to stand 
up for the rights of black citizens against local 
majorities in the South. By the 20th century, 
Progressives embraced a “living Constitution” 
on the more or less explicit premise that the 
Constitution should mean what current ma-
jorities, or in some cases future majorities, 
would find most acceptable. 

Barnett champions the original understand-
ing of the Constitution. He doesn’t engage in 
technical disputes about whether 18th-century 
dictionaries or other sources are the best way 
to identify the “original meaning” of particular 
words or phrases in the text. He wants to iden-
tify the overall spirit behind the Constitution—
what it was meant to accomplish. And he em-
phasizes the efforts of the framers (and their 
successors) to protect personal liberty and 
private property. In quick strokes, he explains 
why and how these earlier constitutional un-
derstandings served these aims. First, limiting 
Congressional power to enumerated objects 
left room for states and localities to accom-
modate local preferences—an approach that 

would leave individuals with more personal 
choice, even today (if we still tried to endorse 
such limits). Second, “all legislative powers” 
were to be exercised by legislators who could be 
held accountable, not unelected administrative 
officials in commissions, boards, or agencies. 
Finally, Barnett argues, private rights would be 
more secure if courts were more serious about 
their constitutional duties to protect them, by 
deciding cases rather than deferring (as official 
doctrine now counsels) to administrative offi-
cials’ legal interpretations. 

Before the mid-20th century, all 
this would have struck most people as 
common sense. Barnett’s story does 

have some problems, though, or at least omis-
sions. At the most theoretical level, you can 
agree that government is instituted to “secure” 
natural rights and still acknowledge that gov-
ernment will do this more effectively if it does 
other things to reinforce communal bonds. 
The Constitution’s framers established a “Sen-
ate,” and deployed pseudonyms like “Publius” 
and “Brutus” when debating their work, in or-
der to give the Republic a Roman sense of so-
lidity, as something more than a collection of 
individuals. At the Philadelphia Convention, 
George Mason himself urged that Congress 
be given power to enact sumptuary laws, re-
strictions on excessive consumption of luxury 
goods. By the 1850s, many anti-slavery advo-
cates were also concerned about the “enslav-
ing” threat of alcohol dependence. Abraham 
Lincoln’s running mate in 1860, Hannibal 
Hamlin of Maine, was best known for his 
support of the “Maine law” forbidding sales 
of alcoholic beverages. The 1860 Republican 
platform demanded action against (Mormon) 
polygamy as well as slavery, equating them as 

“twin relics of barbarism.” 
Barnett tries to distinguish a “Democratic 

Constitution,” which identifies sovereign au-
thority with the electoral majority, from the 
framers’ “Republican Constitution,” which 
protects the “individual sovereignty” of each 
citizen. These phrases do not appear in de-
bates of the founding era, nor (so far as I’m 
aware) in any European works touching on 
sovereignty. Barnett’s one source—some off-
hand comments from a 1795 Supreme Court 
ruling on “sovereign immunity” of state gov-
ernments does not establish a consistent us-
age, let alone a coherent concept. If you say 
there is “sovereignty” in individuals but it is 
somehow limited, you haven’t done much to 
explain how and why and to what extent such 
limits are justified. You have not improved 
on saying, “These are natural rights…though 
subject to limits and restrictions.” Barnett has 
his own differences with 19th-century au-

thorities. At one point he says that states have 
a “police power” that extends to the protec-
tion of citizens’ “health and safety”; the classic 
19th-century treatises spoke of “health, safety 
and public morals.” 

Apart from philosophical or theoretical 
difficulties, there is the political challenge. 
Barnett argues that judges have been too hesi-
tant to enforce limits that are actually in the 
Constitution, if they would still try to grasp 
its original understanding. But the problem 
may not be primarily one of understanding. 
Perhaps judges fear that if they challenged 
too many laws or administrative policies, they 
would provoke a populist revolt, or see an in-
dignant president and Congress try to mobi-
lize one. 

Barnett acknowledges that judges 
may need help. At the end of his book, 
he proposes a “Bill of Federalism”—a 

sort of bill of states’ rights—which would, 
among other things, seek to restore constitu-
tional limits by allowing a qualified majority 
of state legislatures to repeal acts of Congress. 
He also proposes to replace the 16th Amend-
ment (which authorized a federal income tax) 
with a “uniform consumption tax” to raise rev-
enue less intrusively. Is there reason to hope 
enough people would favor amending the 
Constitution? People might rally to the cause 
of constitutional principle, Barnett argues, 
with the right sort of political advocacy. The 
one example he offers is a speech from Presi-
dent Calvin Coolidge, rather a long time ago. 

Toward the end of Our Republican Consti-
tution, Barnett reminds readers of the consti-
tutional dispute over the Affordable Care Act, 
in which a “Republican-nominated, conserva-
tive chief justice snatched defeat from the jaws 
of victory.” The experience, he suggests, “may 
prove to be a political inflection point,” leav-
ing “[m]ore people…open to the tenets of our 
Republican Constitution than have been in 
generations.”

Or not. Pessimists may note that neither 
of the two major parties nominated presiden-
tial candidates in 2016 with any commitment 
to the original Constitution’s limited gov-
ernment principles. Optimists may console 
themselves that the next president’s inevitable 
legacy of disasters is unlikely to define the 
outlook of the next generation. If you want to 
be optimistic, you might recall, too, that lib-
erty is an old story and every generation has 
found advocates to retell it. Randy Barnett of-
fers a succinct, informed, and compelling ver-
sion of one of the best such stories.

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor at George Mason 
University’s Antonin Scalia Law School.
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Essay by Angelo M. Codevilla

The Rise of Political Correctness

“Comrade, your statement is factually incorrect.”
 “Yes, it is. But it is politically correct.”

The notion of political correct-
ness came into use among Communists 
in the 1930s as a semi-humorous re-

minder that the Party’s interest is to be treated 
as a reality that ranks above reality itself. Be-
cause all progressives, Communists included, 
claim to be about creating new human reali-
ties, they are perpetually at war against na-
ture’s laws and limits. But since reality does 
not yield, progressives end up pretending that 
they themselves embody those new realities. 
Hence, any progressive movement’s nominal 
goal eventually ends up being subordinated 
to the urgent, all-important question of the 
movement’s own power. Because that power is 
insecure as long as others are able to question 
the truth of what the progressives say about 
themselves and the world, progressive move-
ments end up struggling not so much to create 
the promised new realities as to force people to 
speak and act as if these were real: as if what is 
correct politically—i.e., what thoughts serve 
the party’s interest—were correct factually. 

Communist states furnish only the most 
prominent examples of such attempted 
groupthink. Progressive parties everywhere 
have sought to monopolize educational and 
cultural institutions in order to force those 
under their thumbs to sing their tunes or to 

shut up. But having brought about the op-
posite of the prosperity, health, wisdom, or 
happiness that their ideology advertised, they 
have been unable to force folks to ignore the 
gap between political correctness and reality.

Especially since the Soviet Empire’s implo-
sion, leftists have argued that Communism 
failed to create utopia not because of any short-
age of military or economic power but rather 
because it could not overcome this gap. Is the 
lesson for today’s progressives, therefore, to 
push P.C. even harder, to place even harsher 
penalties on dissenters? Many of today’s more 
discerning European and American progres-
sives, in possession of government’s and society’s 
commanding heights, knowing that they can-
not wield Soviet-style repression and yet intent 
on beating down increasing popular resistance 
to their projects, look for another approach to 
crushing cultural resistance. Increasingly they 
cite the name of Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), 
a brilliant Communist theoretician for whom 

“cultural hegemony” is the very purpose of the 
struggle as well as its principal instrument. His 
writings envisage a totalitarianism that elimi-
nates the very possibility of cultural resistance 
to progressivism. But owing more to Machia-
velli than to Marx or Lenin, they are more than 
a little complex about the means and are far 
from identical with the raw sort of power over 
culture enforced by the Soviet Empire or, for 
that matter, that is rife among us today.

 My purpose here is to explain how pro-
gressives have understood and conducted their 
cultural war from the days of Lenin, and how 
Gramsci’s own ambiguous writings illustrate 
the choices they face in conducting that war in 
our time and circumstances—especially with 
regard to political correctness in our present 
culture war.

Culture Wars

Every form of progressivism bases 
itself on the claim of a special, “scien-
tific,” knowledge of what is wrong with 

humanity and how to fix it. The formula is 
straightforward: the world is not as it should 
be because society’s basic, “structural” feature 
is ordered badly. Everything else is “superstruc-
tural,” meaning that it merely reflects society’s 
fundamental feature. For Marx and his follow-
ers that feature is conflict over the means of 
production in “present-day society.” From the 
dawn of time, this class warfare has led to “con-
tradictions”: between types of work, town and 
country, oppressors or oppressed, and so on. 
The proletariat’s victory in that conflict will es-
tablish a new reality by crushing all contradic-
tions out of existence. Other branches of pro-
gressivism point to a different structural prob-
lem. For Freudians it’s sexual maladjustment, 
for followers of Rousseau it’s social constraint, 
for positivists it is the insufficient application 
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of scientific method, for others it is oppression 
of one race by another. Once control of society 
passes exclusively into the hands of the proper 
set of progressives, each sect’s contradictions 
must disappear as the basic structural problem 
is straightened out. 

But wherever progressives have gained 
power, all manner of contradictions have re-
mained and new ones have arisen. Progressive 
movements have reacted to this failure by be-
coming their own reason for being. Theoreti-
cally, the Revolution is about the power and 
necessity to recreate mankind. In practice, for 
almost all progressive movements it is about 
gaining power for the revolutionaries and 
making war on those who stand in their way. 
For example, transcending private property, 
the division of labor, and political oppression 
was never Marxism-Leninism’s core motive 
any more than worker/peasant proletarians 
were ever its core protagonists. In fact, Com-
munism is an ideology by, of, and for ideologues, 
that ends up empowering and celebrating those 
very ideologues. This is as true of progressiv-
ism’s other branches as it is of Marxism.

Lenin’s seminal contribution was explicitly 
to recognize the revolutionary party’s para-
mount primacy, and to turn the party’s power 
and prestige from a means to revolution into 
the Revolution’s candid end. Lenin’s writings, 
like Marx’s, contain no positive description 
of future economic arrangements. The Soviet 
economy, for all its inefficiencies, functioned 
with Swiss precision as an engine of privi-
lege for some and of murderous deprivation 
for others. The Communist Party had tran-
scended communism. The key to understand-
ing what progressive parties in power do is the 
insight, emphasized by “elite theorists” like 
Vilfredo Pareto and Gaetano Mosca, that any 
organization’s practical objectives turn out to 
be what serves the interests and proclivities of 
its leaders.

What serves progressive revolutionaries’ 
interests is not in doubt. Although each of 
progressivism’s branches differs in how it de-
fines society’s “structural” fault, in its own 
name for the human reality that it seeks 
to overcome, and in the means by which to 
achieve its ends, progressives from the 19th 
century to our time are well nigh identical 
in their personal predilections—in what and 
whom they hate even more than in what they 
love. They see the culture of what Marxists 
call “bourgeois morality” as the negation of 
their identity and authority. That identity, 
their identity, is to be promoted, endlessly, 
by endless warfare against that culture. That 
is why the cultural campaigns of otherwise 
dissimilar progressives have been so similar. 
Leninist Russia no less than various Western 

democrats have tried to eradicate religion, to 
make it difficult for men, women, and chil-
dren to exist as families, and to demand that 
their subjects join them in celebrating the 
new order that reflects their identity. Note 
well: cultural warfare’s substantive goal is 
less important than the affirmation of the 
warriors’ own identity. This is what explains 
the animus with which progressives have 
waged their culture wars.

Yet, notwithstanding progressivism’s prem-
ise that individual minds merely reflect soci-
ety’s basic structure and hence are incapable of 
reasoning independently about true and false, 
better and worse, reality forces progressives to 
admit that individuals often choose how they 
think or act despite lacking the “structural” 
basis for doing so, or that they act contrary 
to the economic, social, or racial “classes” into 
which progressive theories divide mankind. 
They call this freedom of the human mind 
“false consciousness.” 

Fighting against false consciousness is 
one reason why Communists and other pro-
gressives end up treating cultural matters 
supposedly “superstructural” as if they were 
structural and basic. They do so by pressuring 
people constantly to validate progressivism’s 
theories, to concelebrate victories over those 
on the “wrong” side of history by exerting con-
trol over who says what to whom. 

The Soviet Model

The soviet regime aimed at the 
forcible transcendence of “bourgeois 
culture” by using its totalitarian pow-

er to the maximum. By destroying nearly all 
churches, killing nearly all priests, punishing 
even the hint of dissent, as well as by making 
rejection of bourgeois culture a condition for 
ascending to the ruling class, it succeeded in 
pushing the old culture to near-destruction. 
But, rather than establishing a new and better 
culture, much less the final and best, this step 
turned out instead to destroy the very basis of 
Soviet power. 

Progressive regimes demand that persons 
who express themselves in public (even in pri-
vate) affirm any and all things that pertain 
to the regime’s identity lest they lose access 
to jobs or privileges, and be exposed to the 
shunning or ire of regime supporters—if not 
treated as criminals. But even totalitarian re-
gimes can reward or punish only a few people 
at a time. Tacit collaboration by millions who 
bite their lip is even more essential than lip 
service by thousands of favor seekers. Hence, 
to stimulate at least passive cooperation, the 
party strives to give the impression that “ev-
erybody” is already on its side.

But why then did the Communist Party 
always spare a few churches? Why report 
criticisms of itself from abroad? Why, from 
time to time, did the party publicize dissi-
dents from its ranks? Whenever the party 
would mount a campaign on behalf of one 
of its cultural-political causes, it would des-
ignate a few persons to personify the opposi-
tion, and direct all socially acceptable organs 
and spokespersons to unload their worst 
upon them. Why, from the Soviet Union to 
China to Cuba, would the party school its 
young cadres by taking them to observe and 
mock church services attended by poor, old, 
socially repulsive outcasts? In part, because 
each smiting of cultural enemies reinforced 
the cadre’s identity. It made them feel better 
about themselves, and more powerful. Had 
there been no remnants of the old society, or 
dissidents, the party might have manufac-
tured them.

But continued efforts to force people to 
celebrate the party’s ersatz reality, to affirm 
things that they know are not true and to 
deny others they know to be true—to live by 
lies—requires breaking them, reducing them 
to a sense of fearful isolation, destroying their 
self-esteem and their capacity to trust others. 
George Orwell’s novel 1984 dramatized this 
culture war’s ends and means: nothing less 
than the substitution of the party’s authority 
for the reality conveyed by human senses and 
reason. Big Brother’s agent, having berated the 
hapless Winston for preferring his own views 
to society’s dictates, finished breaking his spir-
it by holding up four fingers and demanding 
that Winston acknowledge seeing five.

Thus did the Soviet regime create dysfunc-
tional, cynical, and resentful subjects. Because 
Communism confused destruction of “bour-
geois culture” with cultural conquest, it won 
all the cultural battles while losing its culture 
war long before it collapsed politically. As 
Communists identified themselves in people’s 
minds with falsehood and fraud, people came 
to identify truth with anything other than the 
officials and their doctrines. Inevitably, they 
also identified them with corruption and pri-
vation. And so it was that, whenever the au-
thorities announced that the harvest had been 
good, the people hoarded potatoes; and that 
more and more people who knew nothing of 
Christianity except that the authorities had 
anathematized it, started wearing crosses.

The Road Not Taken

Few progressives have been humble 
enough to understand the Soviet expe-
rience and hence to search for a better 

path to replacing “bourgeois” culture with 
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their own. Antonio Gramsci blazed such a 
trail, but, given its ambiguities, progressives 
have followed it in very different directions.

Gramsci started from mixed philosophical 
premises. First, orthodox Marxism: “There 
is no such thing as ‘human nature,’ fixed and 
immutable,” he wrote. Rather, “human nature 
is the sum of historically determined social 
relationships.” The modern prince’s job is to 
change it. Wholly unorthodox, however, was 
his scorn for Marxism’s insistence that eco-
nomic factors are fundamental while all else 
is superstructural. No, “stuff like that is for 
common folk,” a “little formula” for “half-
baked intellectuals who don’t want to work 
their brains.” For Gramsci, economic rela-
tions were just one part of social reality, the 
chief parts of which were intellectual and 
moral. He retained Aristotelian roots. For 
him, physical science is “the reflection of an 
unchanging reality” in which “teleology” and 

“final causality” exist. But orthodox Marxism 
and Aristotle come together in what he calls 

“the dialectic,” the point of which is to create a 
new reality out of the old.

Gramsci co-founded Italy’s Communist 
Party in 1921. In 1926, Mussolini jailed him. 
By the time he died eleven years later, he had 
composed twelve “prison notebooks.” In pri-
vate correspondence, he criticized Stalin’s 
literary judgment and deemed his attacks 
on Leon Trotsky “irresponsible and danger-
ous.” But publicly, he supported every turn of 
the Soviet Party line—even giving his party 
boss, Palmiro Togliatti, authority to modify 
his writings. Imprisoned and in failing health, 
he was intellectually freer and physically saf-
er than if he had been exposed to the intra-
Communist purges that killed so many of his 
comrades. 

Gramsci’s concept of “cultural hegemo-
ny” also swung both ways. Its emphasis on 
transforming the enemy rather than killing 
him outright was at odds with the Commu-
nist Party’s brute-force approach. His focus 
on cultural matters, reversing as it did the 
standard distinction between structure and 
superstructure, suggested belief in the mind’s 
autonomy. On the other hand, the very idea of 
persuading minds not through reasoning on 
what is true and false, good and bad, accord-
ing to nature, but rather by creating a new his-
torical reality, is precisely what he shares with 
Marx and other progressives—indeed with 
the fountainhead of modern thought, Niccolò 
Machiavelli. 

Gramsci turned to Machiavelli more than 
to Marx to discover how best to replace the 
existing order and to secure that replacement. 
Chapter V of Machiavelli’s The Prince stated 
that “the only secure way” to control a people 

who had been accustomed to live under its 
own laws is to destroy it. But Machiavelli’s 
objective was to conquer people though their 
minds, not to destroy them. In Chapter VI 
of The Prince he wrote that nothing is more 
difficult than to establish “new modes and or-
ders,” that this requires “persuading” peoples 
of certain things, that it is necessary “when 
they no longer believe to make them believe 
by force,” and that this is especially difficult 
for “unarmed prophets.” But Machiavelli also 
wrote that, if such prophets succeed in incul-
cating a new set of beliefs, they can count on 
being “powerful, secure, honored and happy.” 
He clarified this insight in Discourses on Livy 
Book II, chapter 5: “when it happens that the 
founders of the new religion speak a differ-
ent language, the destruction of the old re-
ligion is easily effected.” The Machiavellian 
revolutionary, then, must inculcate new ways 
of thinking and speaking that amount to a 
new language. In the Discourse Upon Our 
Language, Machiavelli had compared using 
one’s own language to infiltrate the enemy’s 

then it can become the basis of the secular-
ization of all life and custom.

The party-prince accomplishes this by be-
ing Jacobin “in the historic and conceptual 
sense.” Gramsci writes: “that is what Machia-
velli meant by reform of the militia, which the 
Jacobins did in the French Revolution.” The 
party must gather consensus from each of soci-
ety’s discrete parts by persuading—inducing—
people who had never thought of such things 
to join in ways of life radically different from 
their own. The party develops “its organized 
force” by a “minutely careful, molecular, capil-
lary process manifested in an endless quantity 
of books and pamphlets, of articles in maga-
zines and newspapers, and by personal debates 
repeated infinitely and which, in their gigantic 
altogether, comprise the work out of which 
arises a collective will with a certain homoge-
neity.” But note well that the Jacobins used no 
little coercion to achieve their “nation in arms.”

Which is it then for Gramsci? Does the 
party inspire or perhaps cajole consensus—or 
does it force it? His answer is ambiguous: “Ma-
chiavelli affirms rather clearly that the state is 
to be run by fixed principles by which virtuous 
citizens can live secure against arbitrary treat-
ment. Justly, however, Machiavelli reduces all 
to politics, to the art of governing men, of as-
suring their permanent consensus.” The matter, 
he writes, must be regarded from the “‘double 
perspective’…[that] corresponds to the double 
nature of Machiavelli’s centaur, beastly and hu-
man, of force and consensus, of authority and 
hegemony…of tactics and strategy.” Indeed 
that is Machiavelli’s point: whatever it takes.

The key to Gramsci’s generalities and sub-
tleties is to be found in his gingerly discus-
sion of the relationship between the party and 
Christianity. “Although other political parties 
may no longer exist, there will always exist de 
facto parties or tendencies…in such parties, 
cultural matters predominate…hence, politi-
cal controversies take on cultural forms and, 
as such, tend to become irresolvable.” Trans-
lation: the progressive party-state (the party 
acting as a government, the government acting 
as a party) cannot escape the role of authorita-
tive—perhaps forceful—mediator of societal 
conflicts having to do with cultural matters 
and must see to it that they are resolved its way. 

Specifically: as Gramsci was writing, Mus-
solini’s 1929 Concordat with the Vatican was 
proving to be his most successful political 
maneuver. By removing the formal enmity 
between the Church and the post-French-
Revolution state, making Catholicism the 
state religion and paying its hierarchy, Musso-
lini had turned Italy’s most pervasive cultural 
institution from an enemy to a friendly vassal. 
Thousands of priests and millions of their flock 

thoughts with Rome’s use of its own troops 
to control allied armies. This is the template 
that Gramsci superimposed on the problems 
of the Communist revolution—a template 
made by one “unarmed prophet” for use by 
others. 

Machiavelli is the point of departure in a 
section of Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks that 
describes how the party is to rule as “the 
modern prince.” But the modern prince’s 
task is so big that it can be undertaken seri-
ously only by a party (in some 50 references 
he leaves out the word “Communist”), which 
he defines as “an organism; a complex, col-
lective element of society which has already 
begun to crystallize as a collective will that 
has become conscious of itself through ac-
tion.” This prince, this party, has to be “the 
organizer and the active expression of moral 
and intellectual reform…that cannot be tied 
to an economic program.” Rather, when eco-
nomic reform grows out of moral and intel-
lectual reform, from “germs of collective 
will that tend to become universal and total,” 

Feeling better about
one’s self by confessing

other people’s sins,
humiliating and hurting

them, is an addictive
pleasure.
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would bend thoughts, words, and deeds to fit 
the party-state’s definition of good citizenship. 
Gramsci described the post-Concordat Church 
as having “become an integral part of the State, 
of political society monopolized by a certain 
privileged group that aggregated the Church 
unto itself the better to sustain its monopoly 
with the support of that part of civil society 
represented by the Church.” A morally and in-
tellectually compromised Church in the fascist 
state’s hands, Mussolini hoped and Gramsci 
feared, would redefine its teachings and its 
social presence to fascist specifications. The al-
ternative to this subversion—denigrating and 
restricting the Church in the name of fascism—
would have pushed many Catholics to embrace 
their doctrine’s fundamentals ever more tightly 
in opposition to the party. The Concordat was 
the effective template for the rest of what Mus-
solini called the corporate state.

Gramsci called the same phenomenon 
a “blocco storico,” historic bloc, that aggre-
gates society’s various sectors under the par-
ty-state’s direction. The intellectuals, said 
Gramsci, are the blocco’s leading element. In 
any given epoch they weld workers, peasants, 
the church, and other groups into a unit in 
which the people live and move and have their 
being, and from within which it is difficult if 
not impossible to imagine alternatives. Power, 

used judiciously, acts on people the way the 
sun acts on sunflowers. Within this bloc, 
ideas may retain their names while changing 
in substance, while a new language grows or-
ganically. As Gramsci noted, Machiavelli had 
argued that language is the key to the mas-
tery of consciousness—a mastery more secure 
than anything that force alone can achieve. 
But note that Machiavelli’s metaphors on 
linguistic warfare all refer to violence. How 
much force does it take to make this historic 
bloc cohere and to keep recalcitrants in it? 
Gramsci’s silence seems to say; “whatever may 
be needed.” After all, Mussolini used as much 
as he thought he needed. 

In sum, Mussolini, not Stalin; forceful se-
duction, not rape, is Gramsci’s practical advice 
regarding “cultural hegemony.” He imputes 
this preference to Machiavelli, who “wants 
to create new relationships among forces and 
must occupy himself with that which should 
be.” But this is not “an arbitrary choice, nor is it 
merely desire, love with the clouds.” A political 
man such as Machiavelli is a creator and incit-
er “who does not create from nothingness, nor 
does he move in the empty whirl of his desires 
and dreams. He grounds himself on the effec-
tual truth…a relationship of forces in constant 
movement and equilibrium.” Gramsci means 
to replace Western culture by subverting it, by 

doing what it takes to compel it to redefine it-
self, rather than by picking fights with it. 

Gramsci’s Choice

The gramscian vision of hegemony 
over culture is not a panacea. In prac-
tice, today’s progressive intellectuals 

are in the same fix as Marx, Lenin, or Mus-
solini: society’s socioeconomic forces are not 
beating down the doors to join any Grams-
cian “historic bloc,” any more than “the work-
ers” had rushed to be the Marxist revolution’s 
battering ram. Today’s progressive intellectu-
als, deeply engaged in cultural warfare, face 
the same choices as Lenin or Mussolini: weld 
together society’s disparate cultural sectors 
authoritatively and judiciously, or destroy 
them. The choice is basically between Musso-
linian seduction or Leninist rape.

This difference in preference is, roughly, 
what divides continental European Grams-
cians from Anglo-American ones.

By the 1970s, socialist parties in Europe 
had achieved something like monopolies 
of political power. But the “working classes” 
came to resent the cultural preferences that 
the socialists imposed, in addition to their un-
satisfactory government. In our time, socialist 
parties in Europe poll in the teens or single 
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digits. Some progressive politicians have 
sought the reason and the remedy for this by 
reference to Gramsci—primarily to the Mus-
solinian version of Gramscian politics. The 
French socialist Gael Brustier in his book, A 
Demain Gramsci (Bye-Bye Gramsci, 2015) is 
prototypical.

“The Left,” writes Brustier, “is no longer 
in a position of cultural hegemony” because 
it lost its grip on “what Gramsci called ‘the 
common sense,’ the complex of ideas and 
beliefs that people take for granted.” It lost 
that grip because it mistook the positions of 
power that it had conquered for power itself. 
Hence, while the Left “nourished illusions 
about itself,” the Right was “winning a vigor-
ous cultural war” by “profiting from collec-
tive anguish provoked by decline and loss of 
class status” among ordinary people. While 
the Left was winning power, “the Right was 
winning minds.” Brustier concludes by asking 

“What is to be done with power in which no 
one believes any longer?”

That slap in his comrades’ faces is factually 
mistaken only in that it confuses the Right 
with the de-cultured masses of Europeans 
who reject the formal or informal “uniparty” 
coalitions that are the legacy of the Left’s 
cultural-political hegemony. In fact, as in 
former Soviet lands, progressive hegemony 

in Europe produced people who believe in 
nothing. Nevertheless, these people inhabit a 
world very different from that in which left-
ist intellectuals live. Progressives, Brustier 
warns, must not attribute this cultural dif-
ference to “false consciousness.” He recalls 
that Gramsci taught: “the people are neither 
blind nor stupid nor slaves.” Gramsci’s whole 
point, Brustier reminds his comrades, was to 
lead classes who really are different from the 
intellectuals to adhere to them. “Therefore, 
fighting over values is, in itself, a negation 
of cultural hegemony.” He complains, that 
his colleagues make themselves feel good by 
singing “The Internationale.” But by way of 
answering to the problems of today, they of-
fer only “submission.” Behaving this way is 
counterproductive.

Brustier cites “the disdain in which the So-
cialist Party has held the Catholic world” as a 
typical error, spoiling any chance of cultural 
hegemony. This should have been clear to the 
Left, he declares, well before a million French-
men demonstrated in the streets of Paris 
against the socialist government’s extension 
of marriage to homosexuals in 2013 and 2014. 
By promulgating that law, the Left had insult-
ed “the way in which that world makes sense 
of its members’ daily experiences.” By calling 
hundreds of thousands of young people “old 

bigots,” it made enemies of people who had 
not been enemies before. What sense does it 
make, he wonders, to pick fights with people 
whom we cannot coerce? That law made the 
socialists feel good. But what did champion-
ing it do to advance the socialist revolution? 
By this Gramscian standard, the law is stupid.

But, by that standard, writes Brustier, the 
American comrades are even more stupid. 
Following the advice of such as Noam Chom-
sky, American Leftists had gone so far as to 

“recognize a number of enemies of ‘the empire’ 
(the United States) as potential allies…this 
certainly does not correspond with the feel-
ings of the American people’s majority.” By 
doing such things, argues Brustier, the U.S. 
Left is making itself a “political fringe.”

American progressive intellectuals, how-
ever, see themselves as the soul of the Demo-
cratic Party, which is at the head of Ameri-
ca’s ruling class. Not yet having experienced 
the kind of rejection that their European 
counterparts have, they revel in their success 
in changing American culture over the past 
half-century, and look to Gramscian notions 
of cultural hegemony as confirming their 
practice of forcing their own cultural identi-
ties onto America. The Democratic Party’s 
constituencies already endorse its intellec-
tuals’ aim not to convince the rest of society, 
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but to subdue it. For them, this is the Revo-
lution. They have chosen the Leninist rather 
than the Mussolinian alternative.

They reason that America’s socio-political 
order is founded on racism, patriarchy, geno-
cidal imperialism, as well as economic exploi-
tation. Gramsci’s “historic bloc” can come 
about through the joint pursuit of racial 
justice, gender justice, economic justice, and 
anti-imperialism. The Revolution is all about 
the oppressed classes uniting to inflict upon 
the oppressors the retribution that each of 
the oppressed yearns for. This intersubjec-
tive community includes the several groups 
whose identity negates a piece of American 
culture—religious, racial, sexual, economic. 
Together, they negate it all. 

Regardless of what Gramsci wrote or meant 
about using the party-state’s power over cul-
tural institutions to subvert and transform the 
rest of society, for the American Left cultural 
hegemony means using this power to suffo-
cate Judeo-Christian civilization in its several 
cradles; to allow in public discourse only such 
thoughts as serve the identity of the party’s 
constituent groups; and to denigrate, delegiti-
mize, and possibly outlaw all others. In short, 
it means political correctness as we know it.

Political Correctness

For most americans who have heard 
of Gramsci’s concept of cultural hege-
mony, it signifies P.C.’s suffocating pur-

pose. But because P.C. consists precisely of 
what Gramsci condemned as picking fights 
with the common sense of people whom it 
cannot wholly control, the American Left’s 
understanding of cultural hegemony suggests 
that its culture war will not end as it intends.

Beginning in the 1960s, from Boston to 
Berkeley, the teachers of America’s teachers 
absorbed and taught a new, CliffsNotes-style 
sacred history: America was born tainted by 
Western Civilization’s original sins—racism, 
sexism, greed, genocide against natives and 
the environment, all wrapped in religious 
obscurantism, and on the basis of hypocriti-
cal promises of freedom and equality. Secu-
lar saints from Herbert Croly and Woodrow 
Wilson to Franklin Roosevelt and Barack 
Obama have been redeeming those promises, 
placing America on the path of greater jus-
tice in the face of resistance from the mass of 
Americans who are racist, sexist, but above all 
stupid. To consider such persons on the same 
basis as their betters would be, as President 
Obama has called it, “false equivalence.” 

Thus credentialed, molded, and opinion-
ated, a uniform class now presides over nearly 
all federal, and state, government bureaucra-

cies, over the media, the educational estab-
lishment, and major corporations. Like a fra-
ternity, it requires speaking the “in” language 
signifying that one is on the right side, and 
joins to bring grief upon “outsider” Americans 
who run afoul of its members. Video the ille-
gal trafficking in aborted babies’ body parts by 
government-financed Planned Parenthood, as 
did David Daleiden and Sandra Merritt, and 
you end up indicted for a felony as the ruling 
class media tells the world that the video re-
ally does not show what it shows.

No more than its European counterparts 
does America’s progressive ruling class offer 
any vision of truth, goodness, beauty, or ad-
vantage to attract the rest of society to itself. 
Like its European kin, all that American pro-
gressivism offers is obedience to the ruling 
class, enforced by political correctness. Nor is 
there any endpoint to what is politically cor-
rect, any more than there ever was to Com-
munism. Here and now, as everywhere and 
always, it comes down to glorifying the party 
and humbling the rest.

Why does the American Left demand 
ever-new P.C. obeisances? In 2012 no one 
would have thought that defining marriage be-
tween one man and one woman, as enshrined 
in U.S. law, would brand those who do so as 
motivated by a culpable psychopathology 
called “homophobia,” subject to fines and near-
outlaw status. Not until 2015-16 did it occur 
to anyone that requiring persons with male 
personal plumbing to use public bathrooms re-
served for men was a sign of the same pathol-
ogy. Why had not these become part of the 
P.C. demands previously? Why is there no 
canon of P.C. that, once filled, would require 
no further additions?

Because the point of P.C. is not and has never 
been merely about any of the items that it imposes, 
but about the imposition itself. Much less is it 
about creating a definable common culture or 
achieving some definable good. On the retail 
level, it is about the American’s ruling class’s 
felt need to squeeze the last drops of voter 
participation out of the Democratic Party’s 
habitual constituencies. On the wholesale lev-
el, it is a war on civilization waged to indulge 
identity politics.

How Does This Movie End? 

The imposition of p.c. has no logi-
cal end because feeling better about 
one’s self by confessing other people’s 

sins, humiliating and hurting them, is an ad-
dictive pleasure the appetite for which grows 
with each satisfaction. The more fault I find in 
thee, the holier (or, at least, the trendier) I am 
than thou. The worse you are, the better I am 
and the more power I should have over you. 
America’s ruling class seems to have adopted 
the view that the rest of America should be 
treated as inmates in reeducation camps. As 
Harvard Law School Professor Mark Tush-
net argued earlier this year in a blog post, this 
means not “trying to accommodate the losers, 
who—remember—defended, and are defend-
ing, positions that liberals regard as having no 
normative pull at all. Trying to be nice to the 
losers didn’t work well after the Civil War.”

This vicarious yearning for the power of vic-
tors in civil war, however, has nothing to do with 
Gramsci, never mind with Machiavelli, who 
thought in terms of subverting the enemies one 
does not kill, rather than of reveling in break-
ing their spirit by inflicting indignities. People, 
he wrote, “are to be caressed or extinguished.” 
Insulting people who are not permanently dis-
empowered is fun—but of the expensive and 
dangerous kind, because it engenders at least 
as much sullenness and revolt as submission. 

The question that Gael Brustier asked of 
the French Socialist Party can be asked of 

If cultural hegemony merely meant 
achieving the progressive ruling class’s near 
monopoly of America’s cultural institutions, 
the conflict ended a generation ago: the rul-
ers won. But because the ruling class acts 
as if the old culture’s recalcitrant remnants 
merit ever more intensive efforts to crush 
them, cultural hegemony by P.C. means 
an endless cycle of insult and resentment, 
guaranteeing the conflict’s permanence. By 
contrast, Gramsci’s concept of cultural he-
gemony (following Machiavelli), sought a 
definitive victory: the transformation and 
synthesis of society’s several cultural strains 
into something that so transcends them that 
no one could possibly look backward—e.g., 
as Christianity obviated the gods of Rome 
and of the barbarians alike. Most important, 
Machiavelli, followed by Gramsci, sought 
cultural hegemony’s seal on power as a 
means to a greater end: for Machiavelli, that 
meant political grandeur like that of Rome 
(or maybe Renaissance Spain). For Gramsci, 
it meant achieving the Marxist utopia.

America’s ruling class
seems to have adopted
the view that the rest

of America should
be treated as inmates
in reeducation camps.
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America’s ruling class: what do you think you 
are doing? By demanding ever more insulting 
conditions of potential allies, you jeopardize 
a campaign of subversion that is going very 
well for you. Why issue calls to arms to your 
enemies?

Consider the main enemy: religion. Amer-
ica’s mainline Protestant denominations have 
long since delivered their (diminishing) flocks 
to the ruling class’s progressive priorities. 
Pope Francis advertises his refusal to judge 
attacks on Western civilization, including the 
murder of priests. His commitment of the 
Catholic Church to the building of “a new hu-
manity,” as he put it at July’s World Youth Day 
in Krakow, opens the Catholic Church to re-
defining Christianity to progressive missions 
in progressive terms, a mission already ac-
complished at Georgetown University, Notre 
Dame, and other former bastions of Ameri-
can Catholicism now turned into bastions of 
American progressivism. Evangelical leaders 
seem eager not to be left behind. Gramsci 
would have advised that enlisting America’s 
religious establishments in the service of the 
ruling class’s larger priorities need not have 
cost nearly as much as Mussolini paid in 1929. 
Refraining from frontal challenges to essen-
tials would be enough.

Instead, America’s progressives add in-
sult to injury by imposing same-sex marriage, 
homosexuality, “global warming,” and other 
fashions because they really have no priorities 
beyond themselves. America’s progressive rul-
ers, like France’s, act less as politicians gath-
ering support than as conquerors who enjoy 
punishing captives without worry that the 
tables may turn.

But as the turning point against progres-
sive cultural hegemony came to other lands, 
it seems to be coming to America as well. 
Gramsci had written of Machiavelli’s prince 
and of his own “new prince” that his realm 
would be one in which all good citizens 
could feel secure from arbitrariness. But ar-
bitrariness is precisely what our masters of 
P.C. have fastened onto the American politi-
cal system.

Consider our ruling class’s very latest de-
mand: Americans must agree that someone 
with a penis can be a woman, while someone 
else with a vagina can be a man. Complying 
with such arbitrariness is beyond human ca-

pacity. In Orwell’s 1984, as noted, Big Broth-
er’s agent demanded that Winston acknowl-
edge seeing five fingers while he was holding 
up four. But that is small stuff next to what 
the U.S. ruling class is demanding of a free 
people. Because courts and agencies just im-
pose their diktats, without bothering to try to 
persuade, millions of precisely the kind of citi-
zens who prize stability have become willing 
to take a wrecking ball to what little remains 
of the American republic, not caring so much 
what happens next.

It is surprising that, in 2015-16, our rul-
ing class was surprised by Donald Trump. 
Though he remained obedient to most of 
P.C.’s specific demands and remained largely 
a liberal Democrat, it sufficed for him to dis-
dain P.C. in general, and to insult its purvey-
ors, for Trump to become liberalism’s Public 
Enemy Number One. William Galston’s col-
umn in the Wall Street Journal barely begins to 
get a sense of how his class’s Leninist seizure 
of America’s culture has miscarried.

[Trump’s] campaign has ruthlessly ex-
posed the illusions of well-educated 
middle-class professionals—people like 
me. We believed that changes in law 
and public norms had gradually brought 
about changes in private attitudes across 
partisan and ideological lines….

Mr. Trump has proved us wrong. His 
critique of political correctness has de-
stroyed many taboos and has given his 
followers license to say what they really 
think. Beliefs we mocked now command 
a majority in one of the world’s oldest po-
litical parties, and sometimes in the elec-
torate as a whole.

The point is not Trump, but the fact that 
though the ruling class pushed Western civi-
lization aside, it did not replace it with any 
cultural hegemony in the Gramscian-Machia-
vellian sense. Rather, by pushing P.C. defined 
as inflicting indignities, the progressives de-
stroyed the legitimacy of any and all authority, 
foremost their own. 

My 2010 article for the American Spectator, 
“The Ruling Class and the Perils of Revolution,” 
argued that “some two-thirds of Americans—a 
few Democratic voters, most Republican voters, 
and all independents—lack a vehicle in elector-

al politics.” Resentment of the patent disregard 
for the Constitution and statutes with which 
the ruling class has permeated American life, 
along with its cultural war enforced by P.C., 
meant that “Sooner or later, well or badly, that 
majority’s demand for representation will be 
filled.” I noted: “Unfortunately, it is easier for 
anyone who dislikes a court’s or an official’s un-
lawful act to counter it with another unlawful 
one than to draw all parties back to the founda-
tion of truth.” 

That is because a majority of Americans—
realizing that the Constitution and the laws 
have ceased to protect them from unending 
injuries to their way of life; aggravated by be-
ing insulted as “irredemable” and “deplorable” 
racists, sexists, etc.; eager for relief and, yes, 
for payback with interest; knowing that the 
ruling class is closed to argument from those 
it considers its inferiors—have no option but 
to turn the tables in the hope that, suffering 
the same kind of insulting oppression, the rul-
ing class might learn the value of treating oth-
ers as they themselves like to be treated. More 
likely, doing this would be one more turn in 
the spiral of reprisals typical of revolutions. 
And yet, there seems no way of avoiding this.

What is to be done with a political system 
in which no one any longer believes? This is a 
revolutionary question because America’s rul-
ing class largely destroyed, along with its own 
credibility, the respect for truth, and the cul-
ture of restraint that had made the American 
people unique stewards of freedom and pros-
perity. Willful masses alienated from civiliza-
tion turn all too naturally to revolutions’ natu-
ral leaders. Donald Trump only foreshadows 
the implacable men who, Abraham Lincoln 
warned, belong to the “family of the lion and 
the tribe of the eagle.”

In short, the P.C. “changes in law and pub-
lic norms” (to quote Galston again) that the 
ruling class imposed on the rest of America, 
rather than having “gradually brought about 
changes in private attitudes across partisan 
and ideological lines” as the ruling class imag-
ined (and as Gramsci would have approved) 
have set off a revolution—of which we can be 
sure only that it won’t be pretty.

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 Bradley C.S. Watson

Second-Class Citizens
Passing on the Right: Conservative Professors in the Progressive University, by Jon A. Shields and Joshua M. Dunn, Sr.

Oxford University Press, 256 pages, $29.95

For a long while, conservatives 
have been in the business of lamenting 
the hammerlock that liberalism has on 

the American academy. Although William F. 
Buckley’s God and Man at Yale (1951) was the 
progenitor of much contemporary criticism, 
it’s only over the past quarter-century or so 
that this conservative pastime has spawned a 
veritable cottage industry. Books, articles, es-
says, websites, and blogs abound with criticism 
of the intellectual homogeneity across institu-
tions of higher learning. Organizations have 
been founded to go beyond merely observing 
liberal biases and the suppression of counter-
cultural, conservative ideas; their mission is to 
fight back—intellectually and legally—against 
the injustices perpetrated against students and 
faculty alike by the one-party state that is the 
American university.

Now, Jon A. Shields and Joshua M. Dunn, 
Sr., have produced an empirical study of the 
trials, tribulations, and triumphs of con-
servative professors within this dominantly 
progressive academy. As political scientists, 
at Claremont McKenna College and the 
University of Colorado, Colorado Springs, 
respectively, Shields and Dunn are inter-
ested in what the data show. For example, 

they report that self-identified Marxists—a 
seemingly quaint category—still outnumber 
self-identified Republicans in social science 
fields. Furthermore, the Left-Right ideo-
logical imbalance extends well back into the 
middle part of the 20th century, or further. 
Today, sociologists report they would rather 
hire a Communist than a Republican. Evan-
gelicals and members of the National Rifle 
Association fare even worse.

The authors’ purpose is to illu-
minate the “hidden world” of conser-
vative professors, and to show that, at 

least in some ways, things are not as bad as 
critics are inclined to believe. Their approach 
involves what an anthropologist might call 

“thick description.” That is, they seek to bring 
to sight not simply the aggregate and abstract 
behaviors, successes, and failures of academic 
conservatives, but the full context in which 
they operate. Their methodology relies on 
interviews and surveys of 153 conservative 
professors (I was one of them) in various so-
cial science and humanities disciplines, at 84 
institutions. They then intersperse their own 
findings with other empirical studies of aca-
demic culture.

Finding enough subjects wasn’t easy. As 
the authors note, they had no ability to raise 
the dead, and living conservatives in the disci-
plines under examination are scarce. Indeed, 
in some of the most politicized and fash-
ionable fields—such as gender and cultural 
studies—none can be found. So the authors 
sought out subjects who enjoyed some public 
prominence that suggested they were intellec-
tual conservatives or libertarians. They culled 
their initial sample from “right-wing journals 
and academic membership lists with distinct 
ideational profiles.” The interviewees were 
particularly active scholars—far more so than 
the average professor. They were therefore 

“engaged in a wider community of conversa-
tion than their less accomplished peers—one 
that transcends the particular universities 
they call home.” And so the authors claim 
their sample, undoubtedly a subset of a larg-
er whole, is particularly worthy of attention: 
they “tend to be members of an elite conser-
vative professoriate.” And yet, the authors 
also report that they decided to protect the 
identities of their subjects “because so many 
of them insisted on it.” 

Ironically, many of these conservatives 
came to their conservatism as students with-
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other comfortable, unchallenged progressive 
assumptions—means that conservatives have 
to run a gauntlet, from hiring through pro-
motion and tenure, to publication opportuni-
ties for conservative research. And even after 
they’re fully ensconced in their positions, it 
would seem they simply can’t get away with 
things—or build things—in quite the same 
way liberals can. Conservatives labor under 
what liberals might call systemic discrimina-
tion and glass ceilings. 

But in the authors’ telling, those 
conservatives who do manage to swim 
upstream aren’t too hard done by. Dis-

ciplinary pressures, at least in some fields, can 
depoliticize the academy. Furthermore, some 
forms of conservatism—especially those that 
lean toward the libertarian—are far more ac-
ceptable than others, such as social or cultural 
conservatism. Another of the authors’ find-
ings will ring true to many: social conserva-
tives are more tolerant of libertarians than the 
other way around. 

And conservatives often engage in coping 
strategies—like practicing good, old-fash-
ioned civility. Some, presumably with tenure, 
enjoy the fun that goes along with being a 
gadfly. In many fields, conservatives can and 
do remain closeted, especially prior to tenure. 
A junior political scientist reported avoiding 
any research “that touches on salient political 
issues.” Easy enough for a political scientist, 
but one wonders about other fields. 

Even tenure doesn’t breed courage or en-
ergy, two qualities in short supply across aca-
demia. A go-along-to-get-along attitude of-
ten persists even among secure conservatives. 
Many of them tend to avoid “stigma sym-
bols”—very few would adorn their vehicles 
with a “Don’t Tread On Me” bumper sticker 
in a Stanford faculty parking lot. They don’t 
get to live out their identities quite like their 
liberal colleagues. 

The author’s research supports the notion 
that economics is the most balanced of the 
social science disciplines, for methodological 
and philosophical reasons. It’s the closest to 
a hard science, which means it has limited 
moral ambitions. But economists largely 
accept market dynamics, which tend to un-
dercut cultural conservatism and in effect 
ally many self-identified conservative or lib-
ertarian economists with progressives. The 
authors suggest, too, that belief in markets 
does not impede professional advancement 
in the way that belief in social or cultural 
conservatism does.

Shields and Dunn see cultural conserva-
tives as “the defenders of an intellectual tra-
dition with roots in important thinkers from 
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in the progressive academy. This often hap-
pened through their contacts with their own 
professors or other students, though the 
university exposed precious few of them to 
anything like social or cultural conservatism. 
Often, their breaks with the progressive 
intellectual consensus on one issue—anti-
Communism, affirmative action, statism—
led them to reexamine other long-held views. 
In the end, conservative academics can’t help 
having divided loyalties: the institution that 
throws so many professional obstacles in 
their way is also the institution that formed 
them.

Furthermore, many conservatives 
feel more at home in the academy than 
in the more populist Republican Party, 

though the authors claim the views of conser-
vative professors closely track those of rank-
and-file Republicans. The authors didn’t find 
many academic Tea Partiers, but they did find 
subjects who showed sympathy for candidate 
Obama in 2008—largely because he project-
ed the cool, deliberate sense of an intellectual, 
something to which the professors could im-
mediately relate. For these conservatives, po-
litical candidates who are perceived to go with 
their “gut” and not do their “homework” aren’t 
worthy of support. In the academy—even on 
the Right—expertise and intellect are often 
elevated above all. 

This finding might point to the fact that 
there are even fewer conservatives in the 
academy—especially political conservatives, 
who have good reason to doubt the value of 
expertise—than the authors suggest. Or per-
haps their sample is skewed, or perhaps the 
rejection of anti-establishment conservatism 
by conservative academics simply reflects 
their relative comfort and security within a 
fundamentally aristocratic, establishment 
institution. 

As the authors note, because academic 
liberals don’t meet many conservatives, they 
tend to associate conservatism only with its 
populist expressions. Like their conservative 
colleagues, they don’t have a favorable im-
pression of populism, but unlike those col-
leagues, they assume it’s all conservatism has 
to offer. For anyone who’s spent some time 
at a contemporary college, it’s not hard to 
discern that the campus Left has no reality 
check. As John Stuart Mill said, “He who 
knows only his own side of the case knows 
little of that.” The absence of conservatives 
within the progressive academy is therefore 
not just a problem for conservatives; it’s a 
problem for honest liberals.

The liberal sense that conservatives are 
populist know-nothings—along with various 
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the ancient world (Aristotle) to the Enlight-
enment (Hume and Burke).” These people 
seem to have no natural home in the progres-
sive academy. Jobs for them either don’t exist 
or, if they do, they end up at less prestigious 
colleges than their scholarly records would 
predict. In fact, the authors conclude, “[c]on-
servatives are least welcome in fields where 
they are most needed.” And tellingly, con-
servatives of any sort are especially scarce at 
liberal arts colleges, where the transmission 
of an intellectual tradition might be particu-
larly important. 

Fortunately for america, its stu-
dents are remarkably resistant to intel-
lectual engagement. Shields and Dunn 

report there’s little evidence that students 
become deeply indoctrinated in leftist ideol-
ogy. But the absence of conservative profes-
sors does mean that most of them miss out 
on potentially important correctives to the 
popular, and populist, culture. And at least 
some of them miss out on a less tendentious, 
less impoverished account of the human ex-
perience. Academic progressivism is a religion 
of many taboos. Most students, for example, 
are unlikely to be exposed to certain research 
concerning the socio-economic importance of 
family structure or sexual difference. 

Attentive readers will take more than a few 
issues with this interesting book. Most im-
mediately, the authors’ nomenclature seems 
off. They insist, without explanation, on call-
ing conservatives “right-wing,” even as they try 
to minimize the term’s impact: “Although the 
term ‘right-wing’ sometimes implies ‘far-right,’ 
we use it as simply a synonym for conservatism 
throughout the book.” Why? Of the many 
conservative academics I know, none of them, 

to my knowledge, chooses to refer to himself 
as a “right-winger.” Perhaps the authors’ choice 
of this descriptor, suggesting the faux preci-
sion of a linear spectrum, was an effort to con-
jure truthiness in the minds of fellow political 
scientists, or potential publishers. But it seems 
to violate the attention to self-understanding 
that must go along with thick description.

For everything the authors give to conser-
vative critics of the academy, they seem to take 
something away. To the extent their thick de-
scription leads them to a generalizable con-
clusion, it’s that “the right-wing critique of the 
university is overdrawn” and that the academy 

jects are people who have arrived, or were well 
on their way. And, whatever the individual 
successes their subjects enjoy—which include 
just being left alone—one can’t help coming 
away with the impression that, for the most 
part, the authors interviewed contented soli-
tary walkers, whose ability to have any kind 
of effect on institutional culture or program-
ming is highly circumscribed. I’d wager I’m 
not alone in attesting to the fact that the pur-
ported tolerance of the academy almost never 
extends to a faculty meeting where someone 
proposes a challenge to progressive orthodoxy, 
especially anything that smacks of cultural 
conservatism. Cultural conservatives—those 
the authors suggest are particularly needed 
in many fields—seem only slightly more com-
mon than dodo birds. 

But Shields and Dunn offer us much to 
ponder. If conservatives are steered, or steer 
themselves, away from academic careers, the 
imbalance in the progressive academy will 
continue, with grave consequences for liberal-
ism as well as conservatism, and for the social 
sciences and humanities themselves. These 
fields are already facing challenges that threat-
en their health, if not existence, in terms of 
declining student enrollments and command 
over the allocation of resources, both public 
and private. And such challenges are in no 
small way related to the intransigent, dismis-
sive, and ultimately uninformed refusal of 
these fields to better reflect—or at least take 
seriously—the political and moral orienta-
tions of society as a whole.

Bradley C.S. Watson is Philip M. McKenna 
Chair in American and Western Political Thought 
and co-director of the Center for Political and Eco-
nomic Thought at Saint Vincent College.

is “far more tolerant than right-wing critics” 
imagine. But one wonders how meaningful 
such statements can be in light of the meth-
odology employed. 

Conservative professors do ex-
ist, and the ones the authors found 
seem to flourish, albeit sometimes in 

niches of their own making. But the authors 
came up with only 153 professors (there are 
more than a million post-secondary teachers 
in the United States), many of whom appar-
ently wished to remain anonymous, and they 
faced challenges doing even that. Their sub-

The absence of
conservatives is not 
just a problem for 
conservatives; it’s

a problem for
honest liberals.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2016
Page 47

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

The Hidden Costs of Immigration
We Wanted Workers: Unraveling the Immigration Narrative, by George J. Borjas.

W.W. Norton & Company, 240 pages, $26.95

It looks erratic to us but may one 
day seem inevitable to historians that 
Donald Trump should have fought his 

anti-establishment campaign for the Repub-
lican nomination on the terrain of immigra-
tion policy. Already it is hard to recall that 
it was the establishment, not Trump, that 
insisted the battle be fought there. The can-
didate, at his announcement speech, spent a 
few minutes on immigration but then moved 
on to China, ISIS, Obamacare, the national 
debt, the Second Amendment, his desire to 
be a kind of National Cheerleader, and his 
own net worth. Trump’s skepticism about 
mass immigration won the attention of his 
primary opponents and the journalists who 
covered him because it seemed crazy—almost 
pitiable. 

For a generation, mass immigration has 
held a place of honor in each party’s political 
theology. It fits Democrats’ anti-racism and 
Republicans’ supply-side economics. There 
is a bipartisan magic about open borders. 
When the needs of immigration conflict with 

those of democracy, it is democracy that gets 
pushed aside. Federal and state authorities 
have left unenforced, and even flouted, the 
laws that govern employment, deportation, 
access to public services, and voting rights 
for non-citizens. In a 1994 referendum, five 
million Californians sought to deny welfare 
benefits to illegal immigrants, giving the 
state’s Proposition 187 a 17-point landslide 
at the polls. But District Court Judge Mari-
ana Pfaelzer decided they were wrong. And 
that was that.

Immigration is thus a synecdoche for the 
way society has evolved over the last half-
century. The economy boomed as we tapped 
resources that our forefathers’ technologi-
cal and—so we liked to think—moral back-
wardness prevented them from tapping. Since 
2008 it has become clear that what had looked 
like a boom was actually a bubble made of $45 
trillion in government, household, and busi-
ness debt. The benefits of immigration are ob-
vious to anyone who has ever eaten sushi, left 
a rumpled hotel room and found it spotless 

on returning a few minutes later, or golfed on 
three or four different well-groomed courses 
in the same small city. The costs of immigra-
tion, by contrast, are discussed only within 
a Losers’ Corner of poisonous internet com-
ment threads and drive-time radio shows. 
What is more, the payoffs—that sushi, those 
golf courses—came immediately. The liabili-
ties were mostly “off-balance-sheet,” and have 
yet to be settled. The welfare state’s responsi-
bility for the swelling ranks of the aging poor 
is barely nodded at in the budget. The adapta-
tion of the U.S. Constitution to fit immigra-
tion, rather than vice versa, is a huge cost, too. 
The adaptations required by mass immigra-
tion are so large that it can be judged a success 
only if the compensating economic benefits 
are vast. The best recent economic research 
indicates that they are not. 

Among academic economists, 
George Borjas, a professor at Har-
vard’s John F. Kennedy School of Gov-

ernment, has a reputation as a debunker of 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2016
Page 48

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

pro-immigration myths and narratives. This 
is not out of any a priori hostility to immigra-
tion. Having left Cuba as a child in 1962 after 
the Castro government confiscated his fami-
ly’s clothing factory, he is himself a beneficiary 
of American openness. 

But four decades in academic life have 
convinced Borjas that most of those who 
claim to study immigration—in academia, 
journalism, and politics—are better thought 
of as advocates for it. University of Maryland 
economist Julian Simon once warned him 
that “anti-immigration people” were quoting 
Borjas’s conclusions, and urged him to in-
tervene to put a stop to it. When Borjas was 
studying whether there was a tendency of 
immigrant labor pools to deteriorate in qual-
ity over time, a Rockefeller Foundation grant 
officer advised him not to “open that can of 
worms.” Often it is advocacy that brings 
economists to the subject of immigration 
in the first place, not vice-versa. The studies 
most widely circulated in academia, journal-
ism and government are marked, Borjas be-
lieves, by “arbitrary conceptual assumptions, 
questionable data manipulations, and a ten-
dency to overlook inconvenient facts.” 

His new book, we wanted work-
ers, shows that much of what we 
think we know about immigra-

tion is, therefore, dubious or false. There 
is no shortage of life-science doctorates in 
the United States—despite years of dire 
warnings from businesses and universities 
that would benefit from more foreign bi-
ologists. Immigrants are, on average, seven 
years older (44) than the native-born (37), 
despite the rhetoric that takes migration as 
a synonym for rejuvenation. And despite the 
assurance of the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) that there were 11.4 mil-
lion illegal immigrants in the country in 
2012, that number is probably bogus, Borjas 
shows. The DHS arrives at it by using cen-
sus surveys of foreign-born, subtracting the 
number of legal immigrants who have spoken 
to interviewers, and assuming the count has 
missed 10% of the illegals. That assumption, 
in turn, is based on the suggestion of one 
junior researcher regarding the counting of 
Mexicans in Los Angeles County in 2000. 
Programs based on that 10% estimate have 
wound up spectacularly oversubscribed. In 
2015, when the California Department of 
Motor Vehicles offered driver’s licenses to 
illegal immigrants, they showed up at twice 
the numbers expected.

Borjas is not a historian of immigration. 
He is uncomfortable discussing the subject in 
its fascinating non-quantitative aspects, such 

as, say, whether immigration can drive a cul-
ture off the rails. But careful social science 
always offers insight on such matters. Borjas 
was first drawn to immigration economics, 
he says, by a curiosity about how immigra-
tion pools change over time and, specifically, 
whether they decline in quality. This is a ques-
tion that many Americans were asking in the 
1960s about Cuban immigrants like Borjas, 
and that Trump has raised about Mexicans 
today. (“They’re not sending their best,” he al-
leged last year.) 

There are actually plenty of rea-
sons, in theory, to expect such a de-
cline. A large migration might lower 

the “entry wage,” thereby decreasing the in-
centives for higher-skilled workers to come. 
One of the mistakes immigration advocates 
often make is to assume that incentives are 
constant over time. So, for instance, the mot-
ley and polyglot wave of mostly Mediterra-
nean and Eastern European immigrants who 
arrived at the turn of the 20th century was a 
success at practically every stage. It account-
ed for three quarters of Henry Ford’s work-
force by the eve of World War I. It would lat-
er form the backbone of a middle class so well 
assimilated that, by the middle of the 20th 
century, it would be mocked by folk singers 
and student radicals as bland, “lily-white,” 
and conformist. But it would be foolish to 
expect similar results in a world in which the 
University of California recently warned fac-
ulty in a memo that to call America a melting 
pot is to commit a “micro-aggression” against 
minorities. 

Because incentives change, today’s Mexi-
can newcomers are learning English less 
quickly than their predecessors did a couple 
of decades ago. Borjas blames the growth of 
ethnic enclaves. Economic assimilation has 
probably slowed down, too, but this slow-
down can be concealed if one is selective 
about one’s data. So the Wall Street Journal 
reassures its readers that the “children of 
immigration” are doing better economically 
than the generation of their parents. This is 
not necessarily true, Borjas shows. The entry 
wage for immigrants, which was 11% lower 
than that of natives a generation ago, has 
fallen more recently to 28% below. The Jour-
nal matches recent immigrants against the 
children of immigrants, who came decades 
ago. It thus gives a huge and wholly unwar-
ranted boost to the case that everything is 
hunky-dory when it comes to newcomers fit-
ting in. If you compare today’s kitchen staff 
at Mi Taco Sabroso to today’s children of 
oil executives who fled the Ayatollah Kho-
meini’s revolution in 1979, you will leave the 
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false impression that first-generation rags 
lead reliably to second-generation riches.

Borjas’s skepticism about the standard 
immigration narrative is the more damning 
because, on almost all social science mat-
ters, he seems not to have a contrarian bone 
in his body. Economists, like all knowledge 
specialists, are often prisoners of the research 
agenda taken up by their most gifted contem-
poraries. Borjas has no bone to pick with that 
agenda, which is often obsessively focused on 
uncovering bigotry and prejudice. Thus he 
quotes a study by economist Stephen Trejo 
to the effect that relative youth, bad English, 
and miseducation explain three quarters of 
the wage gap between Mexicans and U.S. 
whites but only a third of the black-white 
gap—“leading,” Borjas writes, “to the conclu-
sion that much of that gap reflects the perni-
cious effects of racial discrimination.” Lead-
ing how? Not via any evidence Borjas cites. 

“In the long run,” he writes elsewhere, “immi-
gration may be fiscally beneficial because the 
unfunded liabilities in Social Security and 
Medicare are unsustainable and will require 
either a substantial increase in taxes or a sub-
stantial cut in benefits.” But those require-
ments do not make it wise or even advisable 
to add more unfunded liabilities in the form 
of immigrant retirement costs.

Borjas’s criticism of the standard 
immigration narrative thus carries no 
political agenda at all. It is confined to 

the ways that that narrative fails to hold up on 
its own terms. If he has arrived at conclusions 
more pessimistic than those of his colleagues, 
he has done so not by challenging their ideol-
ogy but by correcting their errors. Several are 
laid out in We Wanted Workers. Let us exam-
ine three:

1. Immigrants are more welfare-dependent 
than the most frequently quoted statistics indicate, 
and far more welfare-dependent than the popula-
tion at large.

If one looks at data from the Census Bu-
reau’s Survey of Income and Program Par-
ticipation, one finds that 46% of households 
headed by an immigrant resort to welfare in 
some form, versus 27% of households headed 
by an American. Supporters of mass immi-
gration, however, from community organiz-
ers to the Wall Street Journal, prefer to use a 
different and more easily manipulable data 
set from the Census Bureau’s Current Popu-
lation Survey, and to arrange it by individuals 
rather than households. This sounds more…
individualistic. It also gives the impression 
that rates of welfare dependency among new-
comers and natives are more roughly compa-
rable. But it is a trick, Borjas shows. If an un-

documented single mother from Mexico, say, 
bears two children after arriving in the U.S. 
and winds up on welfare, the system shows 
an increase of one immigrant and two natives. 
The welfare system is propped up by native 
households, each of which pays, by Borjas’s 
estimate, about $470 per year to cover losses 
from immigration.

2. Competition from immigrants dramatically 
reduces the wages of the workers whose qualifica-
tions most resemble theirs.

This is the sort of common-sense conclu-
sion that you need not ever spend a day in 
economics class to understand. Yet for three 
decades economists have clung doggedly to 
the doctrine that immigrants can offer effi-
ciencies to an economy without lowering the 
wage in the industries where they work. This 
is nonsense on the conceptual level: the low-
ered wages are the efficiencies.

Borjas focuses on a celebrated 1990 study 
of the Mariel boatlift, by Princeton labor 
economist David Card. In the course of a few 
weeks in 1980, 125,000 people—a variety of 
dissidents, criminals, and ambitious young-
sters—were allowed to flee Cuba, and wound 
up in Florida. Despite what was considered, 
in the days before China joined the world 
economy, a massive labor shock, Card found 
no evidence that the newcomers depressed 
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general wages around Miami. Politicians 
have thus quoted his study ever since. Barack 
Obama dredged it up in 2014. It is useful. But 
it is, Borjas shows, wrong. Card had looked 
at the workers in metropolitan Miami as a 
whole. The Miamians with whom the Mari-
elitos competed most directly—high-school 
dropouts—were effectively “tucked away” in-
side this larger group. But once poorer work-
ers were isolated, it was easy to show that 
their weekly wage fell between 1979 and 1985. 
It fell, in fact, by an astonishing $100 a week. 
Incantations about diversity do not abolish 
the laws of supply and demand. After a 2006 
raid on a chicken plant in Stillmore, Georgia, 
which rousted out illegal workers, the plant 
had to hire locals, and did so at significantly 
higher wages.

Whether immigrants help or hurt a sector 
of the economy has to do with whether they 
enter it as “complements” or competitors. 
Today’s immigrants are complements for 
rich people, who tend not to act as their own 
valets, chefs, gardeners, or maids. Others do 
those jobs. If the cost of them gets cheaper, 
rich people’s lives get better, and the number 
of people who can live like rich people may 
increase. The lives of the natives who used 
to perform those tasks get worse. The rule 
of thumb is that a 10% increase in the work-
force of a given sector will result in a 3% fall 
in wages.

3. The primary effect of immigrants on the 
country receiving them is a massive regressive re-
distribution of income and wealth among natives. 

This redistributive effect is, for Borjas, 
“the key insight I have gleaned from decades 
of research on the economics of immigration.” 
The main thing about immigration is not 
wealth creation. It is not entrepreneurship. 
It is not diversity. It is redistribution from 
the poor to the rich. That this should be so 
jarring and implausible-sounding to contem-
porary sensibilities shows how censored the 
discussion of immigration economics has 
been—for this has always been one of the ba-
sic consensus conclusions of most economic 
models of migration. 

Borjas wants us to know that, 
whenever economists predict vast 
economic benefits from open immi-

gration, they are using equations devised by 
individual economists, often with an agenda 
in mind. In the very simplest model of an 
open economy, with the world divided into 
a relatively poor southern hemisphere and 
a relatively rich northern one, and with no 
frictions or moving costs, we would find that 
most of the world does indeed get richer from 
free movement. But let us consider why this 

is so. Under such a model the vast majority 
of the Global South’s workers—billions of 
them—will move north. That so many people 
would want to move is not wholly implausible. 
Almost a third of those born on the island of 
Puerto Rico—who are American citizens—
have moved to the mainland United States. 
In 2015 the U.S. “diversity lottery” for immi-
grant applicants drew 15 million applications 
for 50,000 spots.

According to Borjas, the world gets richer 
because

the earnings of the North’s native 
workforce will drop by almost 40 
percent, while Southern workers will 
more than double their earnings. One 
last redistributive impact is worth 
mentioning—and again it is one of 
those nuisance statistics that is swept 
under the rug: the income of capital-
ists worldwide will increase by almost 
60 percent.

This “basic” model, out of which almost all 
of our projections of the benefits from immi-
gration come, contains wildly optimistic as-
sumptions. It assumes that the massive inrush 
of foreign peoples will do nothing to alter the 
infrastructure, constitutions, or associations 
that gave the advanced economies their com-
petitive edge. If such things do change—and 
crowded hospitals, affirmative action, and bi-
lingual education programs are all evidence 
that they do—then the “gains” from immi-
gration rapidly evaporate. They can even turn 
into losses.

In 1995, borjas tried to estimate the 
actual effects of immigration on the 
United States, and published his conclu-

sions in the Journal of Economic Perspectives. 
He found that GDP rose by $2.1 trillion, but 
virtually all of those gains—98%—went to 
immigrants themselves. Let us not lose sight 
that these gains constitute a great addition 
to the world’s happiness. If we were judging 
open immigration not as an economic policy 
but as an international aid program, we might 
consider it a success.

But we aren’t. When economists talk about 
“gains” from immigration to the receiving 
country, they are talking about that remain-
ing 2%—about $50 billion. This “surplus” 
disguises an extraordinary transfer of income 
and wealth. Native capitalists gain $566 bil-
lion. Native workers lose $516 billion. 

The growth effects of immigration are 
small—“at best a wash” is the way Borjas puts 
it towards the end of the book. But the re-
distributive effects—from poor to rich, from 

workers to financiers—are staggeringly large. 
The role of immigration in producing inequal-
ity appears comparable to that of more com-
monly cited villains: technology, world trade, 
tax cuts. 

As always Borjas ducks the political impli-
cations of such questions. For the purposes of 
exposition, that is helpful. Whether rising in-
equality is worth worrying about is a matter 
of political taste; whether it is worth fighting 
is a matter of ideology. Some people will see 
increasing inequality as betokening a danger-
ous plutocratization. Other views are possi-
ble. Mass immigration picked up momentum 
in the mid-1970s, which was both the most 
socioeconomically equal decade in the his-
tory of the United States and a time, like our 
own, when the country appeared to have lost 
much of its competitiveness. A free marketer 
might say there was a wage bubble occasioned 
by a tight market in proles. The key economic 
problem of Western democracies—Britain 
above all, but America as well—appeared to 
be the power of trade unions. Immigration 
has always been the most tried and true way 
of breaking them. 

People can differ about whether 
immigration is at all times a good policy, 
whether it served a necessary function 

in the 1970s that it no longer does, or whether 
it was a mistake from the get-go. But there is 
one disturbing non-economic element of the 
question that we cannot pass over. It used to 
be said, when oil prices were rising, that, in 
order to maintain a lifestyle it couldn’t afford, 
the United States was “importing inflation.” 
In a similar way, with immigration we may be 
importing oligarchy. 

Surely when we talk about the American 
competitive advantage, the country’s demo-
cratic institutions are the heart of the matter. 
If, as George Borjas has shown, immigration 
suppresses the wages of workers, and trans-
fers much of their wealth to elites, then lib-
eralized immigration is a policy that cannot 
be carried out without simultaneous injuries 
to democracy. For why would native workers 
favor a system that makes them poorer? Per-
haps they have somehow been hoodwinked 
out of an accurate assessment of the effects of 
the system. Perhaps they have lost their pur-
chase on democracy itself. Either way, in ex-
change for a nickel here and a nickel there, we 
appear to have created a political problem of 
considerable gravity.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard and the author of Reflections 
on the Revolution in Europe: Immigration, 
Islam, and the West (Doubleday). 
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Book Review by Brian Domitrovic
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Misbehaving: The Making of Behavioral Economics, by Richard H. Thaler.

W.W. Norton & Company, 432 pages, $27.95

The Rise and Fall of American Growth: The U.S. Standard of Living since the Civil War by Robert J. Gordon.
Princeton University Press, 784 pages, $39.95

No matter how grand or cosmic 
an event, individual human lives 
remain the criterion of meaning on 

this earth. History “always posits more time, 
backwards and forwards,” John Updike once 
wrote, so “in that respect it is less serious than 
a single, non-extendable life.” Humans’ efforts 
to comprehend and dignify historical events 
will always incline toward interpretations that 
are essentially biographical.

Suppose, however, that a life is consumed 
by apparently insignificant pursuits. Can that 
story convey something more serious? This 
question haunts Misbehaving: The Making of 
Behavioral Economics, a professional autobi-
ography of University of Chicago economist 
Richard Thaler. A recent president of the 
American Economic Association, Thaler is 
one of the figures who brought behaviorism to 
economics over the past 40 years. Misbehaving 
chronicles Thaler’s not-so-uphill climb within 
the academic economics profession, during 
which he helped displace “efficient-market 

theory” with the social psychology of the be-
nevolent expert’s “nudge.”

Thaler is easy to read—a compliment few 
economists since the era of John Kenneth 
Galbraith and Milton Friedman have earned. 
He recalls overhearing a friend once say 
that “the best thing about Thaler, what really 
makes him special, is that he is lazy.” Thaler 
concludes the reason laziness might be ad-
vantageous is that it means he examines only 

“things that are interesting, at least to me.”

Misbehaving is not deeply fasci-
nating or important, but interest-
ing in the way that a small anomaly 

can capture our attention, especially when 
related in Thaler’s droll, direct fashion. Peo-
ple will drive across town to save $10 on an 
electronic device that costs $50, he observes, 
but will not do the same to save $10 on one 
that retails for $500. Odd—ten bucks is ten 
bucks. College kids given coffee mugs from 
the campus bookstore as part of a classroom 

experiment will not part with them for $6, 
even though a) this junk fell out of the sky, 
and b) had they desired these items before 
receiving them, $6 is the going price at the 
store just steps away. Weird. A fellow who’ll 
drink wine from his own collection would 
never dream of buying the same vintages at 
current prices of $100, in a market into which 
he could easily sell. Peculiar.

Can observing things so insubstantial, and 
discerning their deeper motives and patterns, 
fuel an important career? Yes, the anomaly at 
the heart of Misbehaving’s story. Thaler’s be-
haviorist theory, advanced also by a handful 
of colleagues, upended the central verity of 
modern economics: people make a priority 
of maximizing their economic circumstanc-
es. Behaviorist economics has shown, to the 
contrary, that people have all sorts of proclivi-
ties, many of which leave them choosing to be 
worse off economically. 

Misbehaving batters, at unnecessary length, 
the straw man of efficient-market theory. We 
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never quite get a good explication of what this 
central theme of the “Chicago School,” as 
Thaler puts it, actually means. Thaler identi-
fies fellow Chicagoans Merton Miller, Eugene 
Fama, and Casey Mulligan, and erstwhile 
Rochester colleague Michael Jensen, as all be-
ing flummoxed by his work. Because he does 
not do justice to his critics’ position, however, 
readers struggle to grasp what was at stake 
and why there was conflict.

Thaler skewers jensen, who went 
on to become Harvard Business 
School’s top finance authority, for be-

ing a holdout for the old order. “It is difficult 
to express,” Thaler writes, “how dubious 
people were about studying the behavioral 
economics of financial markets.” He quotes 
Jensen: “I believe there is no other proposition 
in economics which has more solid empirical 
evidence supporting it than the Efficient Mar-
ket Hypothesis.” 

But beyond quoting a few taglines, Thaler 
declines to elaborate positions such as Jen-
sen’s. As a result, he never confronts the pos-
sibility that his own career traded on making 
a distinction without a difference. In fact, ef-
ficient-market theory holds that odd person-
al preferences do prevail in economics. The 
point is that because these quirks cancel one 
another out, market prices end up just about 
where we would expect if people sought to 

“maximize utility,” to use the language and 
logic of the efficient-market theory. Thaler’s 
dismissive epithet, “the invisible handwave,” 
neither does justice to this position, nor es-
tablishes that behavioral economics ever em-
barked on truly original inquiries of phenom-
ena that Chicago School economists had not 
already examined.

More than any other scholar in the field of 
finance, for example, Jensen has demonstrat-
ed that big firms’ decisions about money can 
be ludicrously bad for maximizing sharehold-
er value. He once ranked the Fortune 500 in 
terms of how well or poorly its companies had 
disposed of profits in the 1980s. Dead last? 
In the Fortune 500 top three throughout the 
decade, General Motors devoted capital equal 
to the combined market value of Toyota and 
Honda to internal development that never 
bore fruit. As a result, legions of workers got 
paid for a decade’s worth of negative produc-
tivity. The main outcome, and effective pur-
pose, was to sustain G.M. employees’ expecta-
tion that any and all would hold a job there for 
life. Michael Moore’s documentary, Roger and 
Me, got it exactly wrong, then: G.M. would 
have done better by its investors and employ-
ees if it had been less, not more preoccupied 
with job security.

In this fat land of ours, we employ many 
intellectuals at good salaries in universities fa-
mous and admired throughout the world. The 
irony shines through in Misbehaving. Thaler’s 
autobiographical labors invite the conclusion 
that the pioneers of the transformative field of 
behavioral economics have devoted their tri-
umphant careers to minutiae. Since the finance 
cases are tangents, the examples generally get 
no better than experiments with coffee-mugs. 
Towards the end, Misbehaving gets bogged 
down in loving but pointless detail about the 
behavioral paradoxes of down-market Europe-
an television game shows, not sparing us con-
sideration of ones that are sexually suggestive. 

As the book is wrapping up, Thaler sud-
denly announces that he has good ideas about 
something that really does matter, retirement 
savings. But this “news” is six years old: Thaler 
and Cass Sunstein’s bestselling Nudge (2008) 
argued that behavioral economics can prompt 
people to save more by tying raises to savings 
commitments. 

An obvious point about the “irrational-
ity” of saving little or nothing for retirement 
goes unmentioned. Saving for a distant future 
implies that money will hold its value, which 
is not a given in our era of Federal Reserve 
blowouts, and with the 1970s inflation a lin-
gering memory. Moreover, saving for retire-
ment in “tax-deferred” or “tax-free” accounts 
assumes that government will honor its prom-
ises about limiting taxes—also not a certainty, 
since the government is $19 trillion in debt 
and afflicted with a ravenous desire to spend 
and expropriate. In light of these well known 
facts, spending money on goods and services 
now may be highly “efficient,” the challenges 
of old age notwithstanding. 

Nowhere in Misbehaving’s exuberant ac-
count of behavioral economics ascendant do 
we get the sense that government may have odd 
proclivities, that policy at its point of origin 
may suffer from anomalies at least as severe 
as any that reduce private-sector productivity. 
Rather, Thaler tells us that once behavioral 
economics got its sea legs in the 1990s and 
2000s, its efforts “to make the world a better 
place” focused on incorporating its insights 
into public policies.

It’s a strange experience to read mis-
behaving alongside Robert Gordon’s Rise 
and Fall of American Growth, one of the 

most discussed economics books of recent 
years. (Its length, however, guarantees it will 
be one of those books that is read far less 
than it’s discussed.) Gordon’s thesis, demon-
strated exhaustively over 650 pages, is that liv-
ing standards made their most extraordinary 
improvement in human history from 1870 to 
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1970 in the United States. It makes you won-
der: If Thaler is correct that economics was 
wandering in the dark before the advent of 
behaviorism in the 1970s, perhaps the whole 
discipline is quite irrelevant to actual econom-
ic affairs. We can have, it would follow, un-
precedented, exponential growth despite the 
obliviousness of the profession that exists to 
explain economics.

The stanley g. harris professor 
of the Social Sciences at Northwest-
ern University, Gordon has written 

an endlessly fascinating book, a vast empiri-
cal history with little hint of biography. The 
engineering of window screens, to take an 
example, turned out to be decisive in the 
fashioning of growth: screens kept insects 
that had sampled a household’s backyard gar-
bage and manure piles away from the family’s 
food, leading to quantum leaps in overcom-
ing sickness and extending life. We think we 
know that the tenements of yore, themselves 
instances of imaginative engineering, were, 
as Gordon puts it, quoting William Blake, 

“dark Satanic.” In truth, they greatly in-
creased amenable household space over what 
had generally served for shelter prior to the 
Civil War. Examples in this vein come by the 
hundreds, making the facts of American eco-
nomic growth vivid and undeniable in a way 
no previous work has accomplished. 

This richly informative work’s tragic flaw 
is the choice to de-emphasize the past, about 
which Gordon’s expertise is manifest, and in-
stead stress the future, about which Gordon 
is, like everyone else, no expert. Urbanization, 

the conquering of infant mortality, increase 
in transportation speed, dramatic reduction 
in the size of the agricultural workforce, net-
working of the home (with heat, water, sewage, 
electric, and telephone systems), and decline 
of workplace danger “could happen only once,” 
we are assured incessantly. (“Could happen 
only once” happens six times in one paragraph.) 
Gordon’s corollary contention is that our cen-
tury will, at best, see incremental economic 
and technological gains in the future. An alibi 
emerges: we shouldn’t blame our policymak-
ers for slow growth, because slow growth is 
the best we can now hope for.

There are numerous, compelling 
reasons to reject this prognosis. Every 
transformation Gordon lists can hap-

pen again, which in a chapter on technology 
he comes close to proving without acknowl-
edging. Perhaps urbanization cannot happen 
again, but moving back to the land can, at 
least figuratively. Technology currently im-
plies that all of us may be able to grow our 
own food again, each yeoman cultivating his 
own garden under LED’s and enriched soils. 
Boom: a zillion agricultural workers, emer-
gent under the auspices of a desirable eco-
nomic gain. 

The home cannot be networked again? 
Gordon is justly fascinated by the homely 
water closet, conducting as it did a hundred 
years ago fly-attracting, death-inducing waste 
far away from the household. Gordon must 
be aware that at present, a movement is afoot 
to reverse that process in the name of econom-
ic growth, to have waste linger in the home, 

in new hi-tech toilets that will diagnose the 
loamy stuff as to its progenitor’s diet and dis-
ease profile, then reuse it on-site in some clev-
er, productive way. 

Transportation “speeds” cannot be sub-
stantially increased? The advent of driverless 
cars means we stand at the cusp of replacing 
the vast amount of time we currently spend in 
traffic transfixed by talk radio with pursuits 
more suitable to us. Oddly, Gordon consid-
ers such prospects, indeed draws them out in 
fullness (as Thaler refuses to do with counter-
arguments), but then declines to admit their 
plausibility and significance.

Gordon cites George and Ira Gershwin: 
the brothers’ enthusiastic songbook captured 
the spirit of the 1920s and ’30s, as incredible 
economic improvements took place, even de-
spite the Depression. But Gordon does not 
push hard enough on one classic Gershwin 
line he quotes: “Our love is here to stay.” The 
previous line states, of course, that “in time 
the Rockies may crumble, Gibraltar may 
tumble, they’re only made of clay.” Ira Gersh-
win’s lyric captures that the human spirit and 
the earth’s ingredients are both here to stay. 
Given that the spirit has limits we can never 
know, ways to use the ingredients have lim-
its we can never reach. If some aggregations 
of ingredients crumble, we’ll put the crumbs 
to good use. No final frontier to economic 
growth exists, or ever will. 

Brian Domitrovic is co-author, with Lawrence 
Kudlow, of JFK and the Reagan Revolution: 
A Secret History of American Prosperity 
(Portfolio).
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Book Review by Deepak Lal

Rising Tides and Mega-Yachts
The Globalization of Inequality, by Francois Bourguignon.

Princeton University Press, 210 pages, $27.95

This is a translation of a french 
book (published in 2012) by a former 
chief economist at the World Bank, and 

a Chevalier of the National Order of the Legion 
of Honor of France. His book is a curate’s egg. 

It begins with a workmanlike account of 
the various concepts of inequality within and 
between countries, and of poverty measured 
in terms of a $1.25 per capita line (in purchas-
ing power parity dollars). He summarizes 
well-known trends in global inequality: mea-
sured by the Gini coefficient of the standards 
of living of individuals in the global popula-
tion as a whole, after rising steadily from the 
beginning of the 19th century, global inequal-
ity started falling from 1990, and this reversal 
accelerated at the start of the new millennium. 

A parallel reversal in absolute poverty oc-
curred. Globalization induced “catch up” 
growth particularly in the Asian giants of 
China and India, so that the percentage of the 
global population in absolute poverty fell from 
more than 70% at the beginning of the 20th 
century to below 20% today. But, because of 
the growth of population in developing coun-
tries in the 20th century, the absolute numbers 
of those in extreme poverty kept going up till 

1990. There were two billion living in extreme 
poverty in the early 1980s, Bourguignon notes.

Since 1990, the number of people in 
poverty has dropped by around 500 
million individuals. For the first time 
since the Industrial Revolution two cen-
turies ago, economic progress is moving 
more quickly than population growth, 
in part because the latter has slowed 
down but overwhelmingly because of 
the accelerated growth in average in-
come per capita in the developing world. 
This is a stunning turn of events.

So far, so good. but then why the 
title of the book? The answer is provid-
ed in the two chapters “Are Countries 

Becoming More Unequal?” and “Globaliza-
tion and the Forces Behind the Rise in In-
equality.” These chapters are concerned with 
income inequality within countries. They 
chart the well-known trends in rising income 
inequality caused by wage stagnation in devel-
oped countries since 1980, as well as the lack 
of general trends in comparable indices for de-
veloping countries.

But as the author notes, these statistical 
trends are not mirrored in the perceptions of 
inequality in different countries. Thus he cites 
a 2010 survey of a dozen developed and emerg-
ing countries in which respondents were asked 
about the evolution of inequality in their own 
countries over the past ten years. Despite a 
large increase in statistical measures of income 
inequality in the U.S., less than 50% of Ameri-
cans thought it had increased. By contrast, 80% 
of French and Dutch believed that inequality 
had increased in their countries, though statis-
tically it had increased only slightly. Brazilians 
thought their country was becoming more un-
equal, though while the country’s inequality in-
dex is historically very high, there had recently 
been a historic downward shift.

These perceptions mirrored the concep-
tions these countries had “about their own 
levels of social justice.” A majority of Dutch 
and Americans saw their societies as ‘“ just’ or 
‘fair,’” even though income inequality is much 
higher in the U.S. than in the Netherlands. In 
France three quarters of respondents saw their 
country as “especially unjust” even though it 
had an inequality index similar to the Nether-
lands. Of those countries with high inequality 
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index, only in Brazil did respondents see their 
society as “especially unjust.”

The reason for the popular occupy 
movements in developed countries af-
ter the 2008 financial crisis was not 

so much, as Bourguignon contends, concern 
about inequalities of income per se but the 
rage of ordinary people at the obscene personal 
gains the bankers and financiers—who were 
seen to have perpetrated the crisis—received 
from the official bailouts to stem the crisis. As 
the Financial Times noted, quoting Neel Kash-
kari, the head of the Minneapolis Fed who 
oversaw the bailouts, they “had ‘violated a core 
American belief ’ that risk takers had to bear 
the consequences of things going wrong.” It 
was the lack of retribution for the perpetrators 
of the financial crash—seen as the “underserv-
ing rich”—which fueled popular anger at the 
political “establishment.”

Moreover, the reason for these financial ex-
cesses was not market failure, as Bourguignon 
seems to imply, but government failure. When 
Marriner Eccles created the Federal Deposit 
Insurance Corporation (FDIC) in Franklin 
Roosevelt’s New Deal to stem ubiquitous bank 
runs, he also established the Glass-Steagall 
Act, which separated the (public utility) com-
mercial banking system from the (gambling) 
investment banking part. With the abolition of 
Glass-Steagall during the Clinton Administra-
tion, and the creation of universal banks, the 
risk-taking investment bankers, who had in the 
past operated in unlimited liability partner-
ships with their own “skin in the game,” were 
now free to form limited liability companies 
that were covered by deposit insurance. This 
meant that they could off-load part of the 
losses of any failed bets onto the general pub-
lic. This—not the accompanying rise in an in-
equality index—was the source of public rage. 

These public responses underline the rea-
sons why Hla Myint and I, in our compara-
tive study of 21 developing countries in the 
late 1980s for the World Bank, chose the 
title The Political Economy of Poverty, Equity 
and Growth (1996)—making a clear distinc-
tion between “equity” and “equality.” For as 
we argued, to judge economic performance 
by the standard inequality measures is to ac-
cept egalitarianism as either a self-evident or 
universally accepted moral imperative. But it 
is neither: the world consists of diverse coun-
tries, few of which have embraced egalitarian-
ism. What we found was that income equality 
as measured by statistical indices has not been 
a major concern of governments (or citizens) 
but rather notions of equity as between na-
tionals and foreigners, and among the various 
ethnic, tribal, and regional groups within the 
domestic population, which cut across statis-
tical indices of income inequality. 

This brings us to the central flaw 
in Bourguignon’s book. There are two ri-
val ethical and political traditions: clas-

sical liberalism and distributive egalitarianism. 
For the classical liberal, it is a contingent fact 
that there is no universal consensus on what a 

“fair” or “ just” income distribution is, despite 
the gallons of ink spilt by moral philosophers 
trying to justify their particular views. Egali-
tarianism ought therefore to be rejected as the 
norm for deriving principles of public policy. 
But from Adam Smith to Milton Freidman 
and Friedrich Hayek, classical liberals have 
also recognized that society or the state should 
seek to alleviate absolute poverty, with the dis-
abled and indigent being helped through tar-
geted benefits, and most importantly through 
an efficient growth process. 

By contrast, the distributive egalitarianism 
that animates this book is based on the tech-
nocratic approach often called “public eco-
nomics.” This approach arbitrarily gives a nor-
mative weighting to the incomes of different 
persons or households, which leads to some 
form of redistribution from the rich who have 
too much to the poor who have too little. This 
smuggling in of an ethical norm that is by no 
means universally accepted, leads to a mis-
leading and reductionist form of “mathemati-
cal politics.”

In my Reviving the Invisible Hand (2006), I 
argued that over the last 200 years there have 
been three industrial revolutions. The first 
was the one that replaced circulating by fixed 
capital. This is best epitomized by the textile 
industry, where the “putting out” (circulating 
capital) system of handicraft production was 
replaced by the mechanized or factory system 
(fixed capital). The latter, as it used less capital 
and labor per unit of output, was more effi-
cient than the handicraft system. Over time as 
production shifted to the less labor-intensive 
mills, the demand for labor did not rise as fast 
as its supply. There was a long debate about 
the resulting effects on the standard of living 
of workers. The most recent evidence by Nich-
olas Crafts shows that, over the long haul, this 
first industrial revolution in Britain, and the 
accompanying globalization, did raise workers’ 
standard of living.

The second industrial revolution relied on 
long production lines to manufacture mass 
consumption goods. It is called Fordism, after 
Henry Ford. The third industrial revolution is 
based on the new I.T. revolution. Today much 
of the consumer goods industry is going be-
spoke. Variety rather than standardization is 
the name of the game, in which differentiated 
versions of the same good, more closely tailored 
to differing individual tastes, are produced at 
the cheapest location in the world, through 

“outsourcing” and “ just in time production.” 
The “design” and “sales” capacities are located 

in “rich” countries as they are human capital in-
tensive. They then have “virtual factories” with 
their production bases spread across the world, 
which use modern telecommunications to con-
vert these “designs” into the differentiated “be-
spoke” consumer goods demanded. 

The resulting outsourcing re-
duces the demand for unskilled and 
semi-skilled labor within an industry 

in developed countries, just as skill-based 
technological change does. Both trade and 
technology thus put a premium on skills. The 
widening skill differentials and the stagnant 
unskilled wages in the U.S. are in effect sig-
nals to workers to enhance their set of skills. 
Over time the resulting accumulation of skills 
will lead to a rise in the levels of living of even 
those on the lowest rung of the current distri-
bution of income. This will take time as in the 
first Industrial Revolution—but not as long. 
For the handicraft workers displaced by ma-
chines in the 19th century had to wait for the 
adjustments in the capital stock, which came 
slowly, to raise their wages. Today’s unskilled 
workers need only go to school. So we would 
expect that there will eventually be a rise in 
real wages in developed countries, and a fall 
in those inequality indices that so bewitch 
Bourguignon.

Finally, what of the policies the author 
suggests for a fairer globalization? These 
are the same tired old technocratic recipes 
of public economics, like foreign aid for re-
ducing between-country inequality, despite 
the growing evidence that this aid has done 
little to redress the problem. By contrast, pri-
vate remittances from migrants in developed 
countries, which are greater than foreign aid 
flows, have greatly helped in reducing poverty.

For reducing within-country inequality, 
the author offers the usual remedies: income 
taxation and transfers, and taxation of wealth. 
The author himself notes many of these poli-
cies could damage the efficiency and thence 
growth of the economy. But, from a classical 
liberal viewpoint, there is a more basic reason 
why these redistributive policies are undesir-
able. They are ultimately based not on some 
accepted or reasoned morality about equality, 
but on envy. As Hayek noted in The Consti-
tution of Liberty (1960), this human failing is 
not one a free society can eliminate, but “it is 
probably one of the essential conditions for 
the preservation of such a society that we do 
not countenance envy, not sanction its de-
mands by camouflaging it as social justice, but 
treat it, in the words of John Stuart Mill, as 
‘the most anti-social and evil of all passions.’”

Deepak Lal is the James S. Coleman Professor 
Emeritus of International Development Studies 
at the University of California, Los Angeles.
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Book Review by George L. Priest

Something Smells Phishy
Phishing for Phools: The Economics of Manipulation and Deception, by George A. Akerlof and Robert J. Shiller.

Princeton University Press, 288 pages, $24.95 (cloth), $16.95 (paper)

Modern economics is based on 
the proposition that consumers 
know what goods and services 

they’re buying, and buy only the ones they 
believe will provide benefits exceeding their 
costs. It follows that relying on private trans-
actions is advantageous to the society. Forc-
ing people to buy or sell at prices other than 
the ones they agree upon mutually and vol-
untarily leaves some people stuck with goods, 
services, or money they don’t want, and oth-
ers unable to acquire things they do want on 
terms they’re willing to meet. Government in-
terventions to this effect not only reduce free-
dom, therefore, but welfare and efficiency: the 
information conveyed by market prices about 
resources’ optimal uses is distorted or ignored. 

In Phishing for Phools, George Akerlof and 
Robert Shiller reject this theory, calling for 
a new economic analysis that takes into ac-
count deception and misperception, which 
they believe to be rampant in market econo-
mies. Akerlof and Shiller are both Nobel lau-
reates, the former for work on the economics 
of information, the latter for scholarship on 

the housing market. Schiller repeatedly pre-
dicted the fall in U.S. housing prices, though 
some years before the housing market began 
to plummet in 2007. (Full disclosure: Schiller 
is a colleague and neighbor of mine.)

The authors of this book, intended 
for a popular audience, define “phishing” 
as the perpetuation of “a fraud on the 

internet in order to glean personal informa-
tion from individuals,” though they apply the 
term more broadly to include getting consum-
ers to do things in the interest of the “phisher-
man,” rather than in the interest of the target 
consumers, the “phools.” Thus, their analysis 
and examples extend far beyond the internet. 
They argue that modern economics should be 
reoriented to recognize a phishing equilibri-
um, not the welfare-maximizing equilibrium 
of the current view.

This issue is important for clear thinking 
and wise governance. If substantial misrep-
resentation distorts consumer choices, then 
conclusions about market equilibrium and 
the maximization of consumer welfare be-

come far less tenable. A defense of the mar-
ket that rests on the premise that consumers 
know what they’re buying won’t work if, in 
fact, consumers don’t know what they’re buy-
ing, or are purchasing products and services 
they don’t need. Akerlof and Shiller insist re-
peatedly that the market is rigged to induce 
consumers to buy what sellers want to sell, 
against the consumers’ long-term interest.

The authors present many examples of this 
perverse behavior. A favorite of theirs—often 
invoked in the book—is Cinnabon, which 
sells sugar-coated pastries in many airports 
and shopping malls. The authors, who appar-
ently disapprove of sugary pastries, describe 
Cinnabon as placing outlets “in the track 
of people who would be vulnerable to that 
smell and to the story of the best cinnamon 
roll.” Phishing for Phools’s other disapproving 
examples include: health clubs for which a 
monthly entry membership is more expensive 
than paying singly by use; cake mixes whose 
directions recommend adding an egg, even 
though the egg is not necessary; high-interest 
borrowing; advertising in general; and credit 

The Conjurer, drawing after the painting by Hieronymus Bosch, c.1505 
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cards. Akerlof and Shiller also regard special 
occasions—such as Christmas, weddings, fu-
nerals, and births—as events that lead to “rip-
offs” of consumers.

They go to extreme lengths to 
establish that consumers are being 
deceived. Shiller, for example, tested 

different flavors of cat food—“turkey, tuna, 
duck, and lamb”—and found that, to him, the 
tastes weren’t that different. Few of us would 
want to replicate that study. And its empirical 
validity is undermined by the fact that Shiller 
is not a cat.

“[C]ompetitive markets by their very nature 
spawn deception and trickery,” the authors 
contend. Well. All of us recognize that there 
are efforts to deceive. We have laws criminally 
punishing fraud and other serious decep-
tions. Courts can void contracts entered into 
as a result of misrepresentation. The Federal 
Trade Commission (FTC) was established to 
prohibit “unfair and deceptive trade practices.” 
Akerlof and Shiller mention none of these 
legal protections. They do cite a Uniform 
Commercial Code provision requiring “fair 
dealing,” a provision so vague it has had no 
practical effect.

And, of course, consumers are and should 
be wary on their own. Comparison shop-
ping—especially now on the internet—is an 
effective deterrent against deception.

The authors claim that there are two types 
of phools, psychological and informational: 
respectively, those too emotional to make sen-
sible choices and those victimized by informa-
tion “intentionally crafted to mislead.” Their 
theory rests heavily on the work of Robert 
Cialdini, a social psychologist who has de-
veloped a typology of phools’ leading charac-
teristics. They want to reciprocate gifts and 
favors, to be nice to people they like, to obey 
authority, to follow others in deciding how to 
share, for their own decisions to be internally 
consistent, and to avoid taking losses.

Akerlof and Shiller’s examples do not 
convince. Is Cinnabon a fraud, or do many 
travelers and shoppers sincerely enjoy a pas-
try for the flight or in the shopping mall? For 
centuries, people have debated the meaning 
of Eve and the serpent, but this book is the 
first to blame her temptation on the free mar-
ket economy. It may be cheaper for many to 
pay health clubs by the visit, rather than to 

buy a monthly pass, but the pass means the 
marginal outlay to go to the gym is zero. This 
form of advance planning probably increases 
the number of visits, to the benefit of the con-
sumer. The makers of cake mixes don’t sell 
eggs, so derive no benefit from recommending 
an ingredient that enhances their product’s 
consistency. The authors do not address these 
considerations.

Other particulars in their indictment are 
weakened by the failure to consider obvi-
ous counterarguments. They criticize credit 
cards, for example, because of the sometimes 
high interest rates consumers pay if they 
don’t pay their balance on time. But do the 
authors live their lives entirely on cash, fore-
going the advantages of reduced risk and en-
hanced flexibility?

Many complaints in phishing for 
Phools address small-scale transac-
tions. Some deceptions or misrep-

resentations are, surely, too trivial to justify 
invoking formal laws prohibiting fraud, or the 
time and attention of a regulatory agency. To 
my knowledge, the FTC has not investigated 
the sugar level in Cinnabon pastries.

But the authors make larger claims. They 
condemn advertising generally, for example. 
It “enhance[s] the sale of [products]…even 
if those sales reduce customers’ well-being.” 
Their central example is an ad from the 1960s 
showing a man with a black eye-patch wear-
ing a Hathaway shirt. I remember the ad, but 
have never bought a Hathaway shirt. Akerlof 
and Shiller treat all advertising alike. Clearly, 
it isn’t. There are products that are consumed 
and easily replaced if unacceptable, such as 
a shirt or soap. There are also more durable 
products, such as automobiles or large home 
appliances, where consumer research and 
comparison shopping play a larger role in pur-
chasing decisions.

The authors also treat the savings-and-
loan crisis of the 1980s and the financial 
crisis of 2008 as examples of phishing. They 
assign the lion’s share of the blame for these 
financial crises to the rating agencies—Stan-
dard & Poor’s, and the like—for failing to 
recognize the financial danger of the secu-
ritization of unsound mortgage loans. They 
don’t, however, consider Peter Wallison’s 
recent book, Hidden in Plain Sight (2015) 
about government policies promoting home 

ownership through easy credit—a big reason, 
he argues, for the housing market bubble 
and collapse. Akerlof and Shiller criticize 
proportionately high closing costs on mort-
gages requiring low down payments—10% 
or less—failing to see that the real problem 
is the governmentally induced low down 
payment itself.

Phishing for Phools asserts much more than 
it proves. Were the executives at AIG really 
phools for believing the ratings agencies’ fa-
vorable reports on the financial obligations 
they incurred—and were they more alike 
than different from Cinnabon customers? 
Does Cialdini’s list of “phoolish” character 
traits—reciprocity, being nice, obeying au-
thority, prizing internal consistency, avoiding 
losses—really harm rather than help main-
tain a civilized society?

Regrettably, the authors don’t of-
fer a true theory of consumer misper-
ception or its effects on the market. 

Nor do they attempt to measure the extent of 
market misperception, leaving the reader un-
able to gauge this problem’s severity. In gener-
al, they recommend more government regula-
tion—especially of the financial sector—but 
also severely criticize a number of regulatory 
decisions, in particular Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (FDA) rulings. But do Akerlof 
and Shiller really want the FDA to approve 
new drugs, including life-saving ones, even 
more slowly? And how can we reason from 
FDA’s failures to placing more trust and au-
thority in other regulatory agencies? Is it fair 
to blame addictions—alcohol, drugs, smok-
ing, gambling—on phishing, and ultimately 
on the market economy? Those addictions are 
hardly unique to nations that rely on markets. 
If anything, they are more prevalent in coun-
tries that suppress markets, such as in Russia.

So Phishing for Phools has not made a con-
vincing case that misperception and decep-
tion require a new analysis of the economics 
of markets. Deception undeniably exists, and 
has a new venue on the internet, but logic and 
experience argue that individual monitoring, 
allowing consumer choice in the market, is 
the most important, most effective, and least 
risky preventive.

George L. Priest is the Edward J. Phelps Profes-
sor of Law and Economics at Yale Law School.
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Book Review by Carnes Lord

Manifest Quagmire
America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military History, by Andrew J. Bacevich.

Random House, 480 pages, $30

The united states is engaged today 
in an amorphous, seemingly endless 
war in the Middle East—or more ac-

curately, in an ever-widening theater of con-
flict fanning out from the Middle East. Even 
a president as resolutely allergic to the use of 
American military power as Barack Obama 
has been unable to extricate the U.S. from 
this manifest quagmire, in spite of all efforts 
by the administration to give the appearance 
of doing so. Not only that, but 15 years of 
this war do not seem to have improved the 
American position in the region; in some ways, 
quite the contrary. The so-called Global War 
on Terror proclaimed by the George W. Bush 
Administration following the attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, eventually visited retribu-
tion on Osama bin Laden, the author of those 
attacks; yet al-Qaeda as an organization has 
stubbornly refused to die. Indeed, it is now in 
competition with an even more bloodthirsty 
Islamist terrorist organization in the form 
of the Islamic State (ISIS), as well as various 
subsidiaries and franchises of the Islamist 
brand throughout wide swaths of Africa and 
even parts of South and Southeast Asia. And 
these organizations have shown themselves 

increasingly capable of projecting their bar-
barism into Western Europe and the United 
States itself.

And then there is Iraq and Afghanistan. 
What President Obama initially described 
as our “necessary” war against the terrorist-
harboring Taliban regime in Afghanistan 
continues to be waged irresolutely by an ad-
ministration desperate to disengage our (much 
reduced) contingent of American troops there 
but prevented from doing so by facts on the 
ground. In Iraq, Obama’s attempt to liquidate 
the ill-starred American involvement by 2012 
ended in abject failure with the emergence of 
ISIS and its rapid occupation of much of Sunni 
Iraq, including the important city of Mosul. 
Since then, the administration has grudgingly 
reintroduced small numbers of American sol-
diers to stiffen Iraqi spines and reverse these 
losses. Moreover, a new theater of conflict has 
emerged over the past six years in Syria. The 
administration’s ignominious failure to en-
force its own “red line” over Bashar Assad’s use 
of chemical weapons against rebel forces only 
helped enflame and protract a grotesque civil 
war in which U.S. intervention of a substantial 
sort now seems increasingly inevitable.

How to explain all this? what 
stakes after all does the United 
States have in this unhappy part of 

the world that can justify such a profligate 
outlay of blood and treasure? The answer to 
this question is not altogether obvious. Tra-
ditionally, American interest in the Middle 
East seemed to be motivated by two things: 
oil, and the state of Israel. After 9/11, the rise 
of Islamist terrorism directed at the United 
States and the West in general has clearly 
changed the equation. Yet American depen-
dence on Gulf oil has been dramatically less-
ened by the expansion of oil and natural gas 
production in North America in recent years; 
and while the U.S. may be said to have an 
existential commitment to the security of Is-
rael, the Israelis seem for the most part quite 
capable of defending themselves for the fore-
seeable future. As for the terrorist threat, it is 
far from clear that the best way to contain or 
defeat it is by sending large American ground 
forces into the region. The Obama Adminis-
tration has developed a formula for counter-
ing terrorism through a combination of drone 
strikes and special operations forces that has 
proved surprisingly effective, though for vari-
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ous reasons it remains largely opaque to the 
American public. American resources would 
probably be better spent to improve local na-
tions’ internal security forces and apply them 
more energetically against a threat that, after 
all, concerns them as much as it does us. 

Andrew bacevich’s america’s war 
for the Greater Middle East, a broad 
survey of American military involve-

ment in the region over the last four decades, 
breaks little new ground. The book is, in fact, 
not so much a history as an extended argu-
ment against the fecklessness of American 
policy and actions. He seeks to answer four 
questions: what motivated the U.S. to act as 
it has? What have the civilians responsible for 
formulating policy and the soldiers responsi-
ble for implementing it sought to accomplish? 
Regardless of their intentions, what actually 
ensued? And finally, what were the conse-
quences of it all?

Bacevich is something of an oddity in the 
academic international security fraternity. A 
former U.S. Army colonel and emeritus pro-
fessor at Boston University, in recent years he 
has veered sharply to the left in his view of 
American foreign and military policy. In his 
book The New American Militarism (2005), 
he traced many of the ills the country has ex-
perienced since the end of the Cold War to 
an increasing militarization of U.S. foreign 
policy, such that the use of force is seen not 
as a last resort but as the most readily avail-
able and effective tool in the American policy 
toolkit, all of this being reinforced by the as-
cendancy of the uniformed military within 
the American national security policy estab-
lishment. Among other things, he seconds the 
argument made commonly on the Left (al-
though not so much during the Obama years) 
that America’s regional combat commanders, 
functioning like Rome’s notorious “procon-
suls,” have exercised a malign influence over 
national policy at the expense of the State 
Department and other civilian agencies. This 
theme is muted in his new book, but remains 
very much in the background.

Much of Bacevich’s indictment is hard to 
quarrel with. His account begins with the 
so-called Carter Doctrine of the late 1970s, 
which first publicly articulated an American 
commitment to the security of the Persian 
Gulf, in the wake of the Arab oil embargo of 
1973 and, more immediately, the Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan in 1979 and the fall of the 
shah of Iran in the same year. There can be 
little doubt that this move was something of 
a strategic leap in the dark. The Reagan Ad-
ministration did not cover itself with glory, to 
say the least, in its deployment of Marines 

to Lebanon in 1982, slaughtered a year later 
in the single most deadly terror attack on 
Americans apart from 9/11. Bill Clinton’s 
well-meaning humanitarian intervention in 
Somalia in 1993 also ended ignominiously. 
As for the Iraq war, in spite of the virtuoso 
performance of the U.S. military in its initial 
takedown of Saddam Hussein’s regime, there 
can be no question that the resulting occupa-
tion was catastrophically mishandled. (In this 
case, the responsible “proconsul” was in fact 
a State Department official, L. Paul Bremer, 
enabled by a gross failure of politico-military 
leadership in Washington.) Unquestionably, 
there are few informed observers today who 
would send troops to Iraq again even with the 
information available at the time. Though the 
long-term impact of the fall of Saddam and the 
creation of the semi-functioning democracy 
that succeeded him cannot yet be adequately 
assessed, the cost in American lives and trea-
sure has almost certainly been wholly dispro-
portionate to any benefits.

All this being said, bacevich’s re-
lentless negativity becomes wearying. 
Haunted, one might venture to guess, 

by the specter of Vietnam, the author seems 
fatalistically resigned to American failure, in 
the Middle East and in its other misguided 
imperial adventures. He therefore has virtu-
ally nothing to say about the way forward. 
One can argue about the wisdom of the war in 
Iraq, but the question now is: what do we do 
in the face of ISIS and the continuing incapac-
ity of the Iraqi government and military? Then 
there is the broader issue of resolving the con-
flict in Syria, and beyond that, containing Iran 
and thwarting its nuclear ambitions. Bacevich 
echoes familiar criticisms of the Bush Admin-
istration’s failed efforts at “nation-building,” 
yet he seems not to recognize the serious 
nation-building that now needs to be done 
throughout the region—not only in Syria and 
Iraq but in Afghanistan, Yemen, Libya, So-
malia, and elsewhere—if we are to make real 
headway against the Islamist threat. It is not 
at all clear that the United States has nothing 
to contribute. Yet Bacevich is right that what-
ever course the next administration decides to 
pursue in the region, it will need much greater 
clarity of purpose, better understanding of the 
security environment, and less reliance on its 
military hammer, than has been shown by our 
last two presidents. 

Carnes Lord is Professor of Strategic Leadership 
at the United States Naval War College, and 
author, most recently, of Proconsuls: Delegated 
Political-Military Leadership from Rome to 
America Today (Cambridge University Press).
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Book Review by John H. Maurer

This is Sparta
The Grand Strategy of Classical Sparta: The Persian Challenge, by Paul A. Rahe.

Yale University Press, 424 pages, $38

Paul rahe has written an impor-
tant new history of war and strategy in 
the ancient Greek world, examining the 

contest between the Spartans and the Persian 
Empire. The war was fought for the highest 
stakes: independence of the Greek world from 
Persian domination. Borrowing the phrase 
from the late Samuel Huntington, Rahe calls 
the contest “a clash of civilizations in which lib-
erty successfully withstood the assault of des-
potism.” Persia’s ruler, the Great King Xerxes, 
Rahe contends, “fancied himself a universal 
monarch.” Establishing the universal do-
minion of the Persian Empire was “the raison 
d’être of [his] regime. It was a religious impera-
tive.” Using language sure to provoke some of 
his readers, Rahe judges that Persia’s “attempt 
to conquer Hellas was no ordinary war. It was 
divinely ordained. It was what would later be 
called a jihad.” The Spartans took the lead in 
rallying the Greeks to fight back and put an 
end to Xerxes’ dream of universal empire.

A professor of history and political sci-
ence at Hillsdale College, Rahe demonstrates 
that both Greek and Persian leaders acted 
with considerable strategic skill in waging 
war. First, they understood why they were 
fighting: they had aims—empire and secu-
rity—they wanted to achieve by force of arms. 
Second, they engaged in long-range planning: 
they understood the effort in men, animals, 
ships, and supplies required to achieve their 
aims. Third, they used intelligence and de-

ception: Xerxes surrounded himself with 
advisors who could offer guidance about how 
best to wage war against the Greeks; and, as 
Rahe reminds his readers, “In the Hellenic 
imagination, Odysseus loomed almost as 
large as Achilles”—the Greeks admired the 
fox as well as the lion. Fourth, both sides un-
derstood the value of allies: the Greek victory 
depended on a coalition of Sparta the land 
power with Athens the sea power; meanwhile, 
Xerxes reached across the Mediterranean to 
urge the Carthaginians to attack the Greek 
cities in Sicily in an attempt to prevent them 
from aiding the Spartans and Athenians. In 
short, the Greek and Persian leaders were 
strategically conscious in assessing their 
courses of action and in the waging of war.

Of course, even the most brilliant 
strategic minds make missteps; in 
war, as Napoleon is reputed to have 

said, the greatest general is he who makes the 
fewest mistakes. But Rahe explains the con-
tending strategies and shows why the leaders’ 
choices mattered. That the Greeks proved 
better at strategy than the Persians made the 
difference between winning and losing.

To understand Sparta’s strategic behavior, 
Rahe puts it in the context of Sparta’s cultural 
setting, constitutional arrangements, beliefs, 
and domestic political pressures. This subject 
is one that he knows well, having written on 
it in his previous work Republics: Ancient and 

Modern (1992). A great strength of Rahe’s 
analysis is the way he weaves together Spar-
ta’s internal setting with its actions toward 
the outside world. Rahe contends: “in think-
ing about foreign affairs and in pondering di-
plomacy, intelligence, military strength, and 
its economic foundations, one must always 
acknowledge the primacy of domestic policy.” 
That insight into the behavior of countries 
on the international stage should be posted 
prominently in every corridor in the State 
Department and Pentagon lest our leaders 
forget it.

For many countries, the most serious dan-
gers to the ruling regime emanate from the 
inside, not the outside. The Spartans faced 
an immense internal threat from thousands 
of state-owned serfs known as helots, who 
in abject servitude farmed the lands of La-
conia and Messenia. These Greek peoples 
longed to overthrow their Spartan overlords. 
Thucydides, in his account of the warring 
states of ancient Greece, judged that Sparta’s 
institutions, politics, foreign policy, and strat-
egy revolved around the necessity of repress-
ing the helots. Spartan males were brought 
up from boyhood in a hard school of military 
training (the krupteía) to combat this threat. 
This training, Rahe observes, “functioned as 
a rite of passage marking the boy’s initiation 
into manhood.” Young Spartan men came of 
age by keeping watch over and terrorizing the 
helots. The ephors, Sparta’s powerful govern-
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ing board of overseers, would authorize this 
state terror by annually declaring “war on 
the helots, employing the young men of the 
krupteía to eliminate the obstreperous and 
those menacingly robust.” Sparta’s internal 
political and institutional makeup resulted in 
one of history’s most highly militarized com-
munities. How ironic is history’s course that, 
in this fight for liberty, the oppressors of the 
helots took the leading role in saving Greece 
from oppression by the Persians.

Spartan leaders had at their dis-
posal soldiers who were physically fit, 
constantly tested, well trained, and dis-

ciplined in action. They had the high morale 
that comes from incessant teamwork and con-
fidence in their superiority on the battlefield. 
Rahe adds that music and poetry played an 
important role in Spartan civic culture and 
in enhancing fighting élan. And, yet, despite 
having this magnificent fighting machine at 
their disposal, the Spartans’ internal secu-
rity threat predisposed them to a cautious 
foreign policy. An aggressive policy, requiring 
the projection of military power far from the 
homeland, risked strategic overextension and 
defeat on the battlefield that would give the 
helots an opportunity to revolt. Rahe notes 
that the Spartans “understood from early on 

what history would eventually confirm: that 
it took but a single major defeat in warfare 
on land to endanger the city’s very survival.” 
Spartan caution was reinforced by its consti-
tution, a system of institutional checks and 
balances among the leadership, which worked 
to ensure against a tyrant’s seizure of power. 
This strategic caution came with a price. Most 
of their coalition partners thought the Spar-
tans were not enterprising enough in their 
planning and execution of military operations, 
which afforded adversaries opportunities to 
seize the strategic initiative.

 After interpreting Spartan culture, soci-
ety, and politics, Rahe recounts Sparta’s resis-
tance to the Persian invasion. At the war’s out-
set, the odds seemed heavily stacked against 
Sparta and the Greek states that chose to re-
sist Xerxes. Persia had a large army and, it is 
often forgotten, a strong navy, which assisted 
in protecting supply lines across the Aegean 
for the advancing Persian ground forces. As 
part of the offensive into Greece, Persian en-
gineers even completed the remarkable engi-
neering feats of bridging the Dardanelles and 
digging a canal across the Acte peninsula in 
the Chalcidice. Today, the Persians would be 
considered a joint and combined force—that 
is, different armed services acting in a coordi-
nated way, supplied from a proficient logistical 

system, utilizing intelligence, working closely 
with the forces of allied states—executing a 
strategy to conquer Greece.

Persian might was meant to over-
awe, to appear invincible. Preparations 
for the invasion of Greece on the scale 

undertaken by Xerxes could not be hidden, 
and they were not meant to be hidden. The 
great king wanted the Greeks to know what 
they would be up against if they resisted. He 
hoped to cow the Greeks into preemptive sur-
render, to win a rapid victory without fight-
ing. This strategy worked in part: most of the 
Greeks in north and central Greece, including 
Boeotia and Thessaly, faced by what appeared 
an unstoppable Persian onslaught, defected 
to Persia rather than fight. Meanwhile, those 
Greeks who did resist courted destruction. In 
the most famous example, in 480 B.C. when 
Persian forces captured Athens, the city was 
wrecked and those inhabitants who did not 
flee for safety on nearby islands protected by 
their navy, were slaughtered.

But Xerxes’ information operations did 
not intimidate the Spartans. King Leonidas 
and the Spartan defense of the pass of Ther-
mopylae in 480 is a legendary tale of defiance, 
heroism, and military prowess. Rahe uses this 
familiar tale to show the strategy behind the 
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Greek defense. He is surely right in judging 
that, if the defenses around Thermopylae had 
held—the Spartan-led troops fighting on land, 
with the Athenian navy blocking the Persian 
fleet—Xerxes would soon have been forced 
to withdraw for lack of supplies, resulting in 
a major blow to Persian prestige. The defense 
at Thermopylae only failed when the Persians 
found a trail to outflank it and defeated the 
contingent of Phocian Greek troops posted to 
guard the way. As Rahe concludes, if Leoni-
das had ordered Spartan advisors “to super-
vise the Phocian militia, impose a measure 
of discipline upon them, and put steel into 
their spines, the outcome of the struggle at 
Thermopylae might well have been different.” 
There was nothing inevitable about that fa-
mous defeat. 

Thermopylae demonstrated that the Per-
sians could be defeated if Greeks would only 
stand and fight. Echoes of Winston Churchill 
can be heard in Rahe’s comment, “Never in 
human history has a political community 
gained as dramatically in prestige by losing a 
battle as the Spartans did on this particular 
occasion.” 

Though his narrative focuses on Sparta, 
Rahe does not neglect the other important 
players in this drama, particularly Athens. 
The Athenians had fought the Persians once 
before: in 490 B.C. they beat back an inva-
sion by the Great King Darius, the father of 
Xerxes, at the famous Battle of Marathon. In 
the aftermath of Marathon, the remarkable 
statesman Themistocles advised the Athe-
nians to build up a powerful navy, persuading 
them that their future security would depend 
on the “wooden walls” of a fleet made up of 
triremes. Rahe writes that, in building up the 
Athenian navy, Themistocles “and others in 
his camp had their eyes on the Persians.” The 
defeat of Xerxes’ invasion would not have oc-
curred without the Athenian victories at sea. 
The most famous was the sea battle off the is-
land of Salamis. If the Persians had defeated 
the Athenians at Salamis and achieved com-
mand of the sea, they could have outflanked 
any defensive line on the ground erected 
by the Spartans. Victory at sea enabled the 
Athenians not only to survive, but to go on 
the strategic offensive, retaking territory con-
quered by the Persians, and asserting control 
over the Aegean.

The emergence of the athenians as 
a sea power—possessing the Greeks’ 
strongest navy, a thriving seaborne 

commerce, and financial means garnered 
from trade and empire—would in turn pose 
a dangerous challenge to Sparta’s leadership. 
Thucydides, of course, provides the classic ac-

count of how the partnership between Athens 
and Sparta broke down as the Persian threat 
diminished, and how the new struggle—a 
clash within Greek civilization—began. To 
defeat the Athenians, the Spartans would 
eventually have to partner with Persia. Rahe 
intends to examine this Athenian challenge 
to Sparta in a forthcoming book.

The heroic tales of Thermopylae and Sa-
lamis have overshadowed subsequent opera-
tions and the huge role played by the Spartans 
in evicting the Persian invaders from Greece. 
At the Battle of Plataea in 479, Rahe shows, 
the Greek coalition led by Sparta fielded an 
imposing ground force, which at its core had 
almost 40,000 hoplite (citizen-soldier) infan-
trymen. The Persian force on the other side of 
the field numbered well over 100,000 combat-
ants. The battle was hard fought, but Spartan 
leadership and hoplite warriors provided the 
punch needed to drive the Persian army from 
the field in disarray, bringing Xerxes’ dreams 
of conquest to a decisive end. At the Battle of 
Mycale in the Aegean, the Greeks won anoth-
er important victory that rolled back earlier 
Persian gains. Now, it was the Persian Em-
pire that stood on the defensive, preparing to 
withstand attacks by the Greeks.

The war’s major battles demon-
strated the fighting edge that the 
Greeks possessed over the Persian 

forces on both land and sea. The Greek hop-
lite, heavily armed with body armor, spear, 
sword, and shield, fighting in tight formation, 
was superior to the Persian infantry. Rahe 
quotes Herodotus’ comment that Persian 
infantrymen were effectively “‘naked [gum-
netes],’ light-armed troops” when fighting the 
Spartans at Plataea. At sea, too, the Greeks 
depended upon the superior fighting qualities 
and weaponry of their soldiers and sailors to 
overcome the Persian advantage in numbers—
what today’s American defense planners like 
to call an “offset strategy.”

The Grand Strategy of Classical Sparta warns 
of dangers that cannot be avoided and provides 
us a story of long-ago leaders and peoples who 
prized their freedom and proved themselves 
willing to stand in the front lines to dash the 
ambitious dreams of foreign despots. These 
problems of politics, war, and strategy have 
an enduring quality. The story of this ancient 
clash of civilizations, masterfully told by Paul 
Rahe, thus provides a timely reminder about 
strategic challenges and choices confronting 
the United States. 

John H. Maurer is the Alfred Thayer Mahan 
Professor of Sea Power and Grand Strategy at 
the Naval War College. 
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series of linked stories, most originally published as
Orsinian Tales, and lyrical poetry, Le Guin weaves
the colorful history of the central European country
of Orsinia from the Middle Ages to the fall of 
communism, a dazzling political and cultural back-
drop for haunting tales of courage and freedom, love
and duty. Features a new introduction by Le Guin,
and her own hand-drawn map of Orsinia.
614 pages  • $35 cloth • LOA #281 •   e-book

“Le Guin’s masterpiece . . . a provocative adventure firmly
founded on an unmodish and undeviating nobility of style,
of mind, and above all of responsible imagination.”
Kirkus Reviews

STRING THEORY
David Foster Wallace on Tennis
With an introduction by John Jeremiah Sullivan

Gathered for the first time in a deluxe collector’s 
edition, here are David Foster Wallace’s legendary
writings on tennis, five tour-de-force pieces written
with a competitor’s insight and a fan’s obsessive
enthusiasm. Wallace brings his dazzling literary
magic to the game he loved as he celebrates the
other-worldly genius of Roger Federer; offers a
wickedly witty dissection of Tracy Austin’s memoir;
considers the artistry of Michael Joyce, a supremely
disciplined athlete on the threshold of fame; resists
the crush of commerce at the U.S. Open; and recalls
his own career as a “near-great” junior player.
Whiting Award-winning writer John Jeremiah
Sullivan provides an introduction.

160 pages   • $19.95 cloth

“The greatest tennis writer ever.” The New York Times

VIRGIL THOMSON
The State of Music & Other Writings
Tim Page, editor

Here, for the first time in a single volume, are four
classic books by America’s greatest critic-composer:
The State of Music, a provocative picture of the
composer’s place in the American cultural and eco-
nomic landscape; the best-selling autobiography
Virgil Thomson, a witty, gossipy, picaresque tale
that traces both his own career and the rise of 
musical modernism; American Music Since 1910, a
literary portrait gallery of full-length studies of Ives,
Ruggles, Copland, and Cage, among others; and
Music with Words, a composer’s handbook to 
setting texts to music. Rounding out the volume
are thirty-two  previously uncollected pieces, many
first published in the New York Review of Books. 

1,184 pages  • $50 cloth • LOA #277 •   e-book

WAR NO MORE
Three Centuries of American Antiwar and
Peace Writing
Lawrence Rosenwald, editor
Foreword by James Carroll

War has been a reality of the American experience
from the beginning and in every generation there
have been dedicated and passionate visionaries who
have responded with vital calls for peace. Spanning
from the Revolution to the war on terror and fea-
turing more than 150 eloquent and provocative
writers, War No More gathers the essential texts of
this uniquely American antiwar tradition in one vol-
ume for the first time: a bible for activists, a go-to
resource for scholars and students, and an inspiring
and fascinating story for every reader interested in the
crosscurrents of war and peace in American history. 

868 pp. + 16-pp. insert • $40 cloth • LOA #278  •  e-book

JOHN O’HARA
Stories
Charles McGrath, editor
Bringing together sixty stories written over four
decades, former New York Times Book Review
editor Charles McGrath presents the largest, most
comprehensive collection of John O’Hara’s brilliant
short fiction ever published.

872 pages  • $40 cloth • #282 

THE UNKNOWN KEROUAC
Rare, Unpublished & 
Newly Translated Writings
Todd Tietchen, editor
Jean-Christophe Cloutier, translator

This landmark edition of never-before-seen works
by a legendary American writer reveals the missing
links in Jack Kerouac’s path to a wholly new style of 
storytelling. Includes early essays on Frank Sinatra
and bebop; “La Nuit est ma femme” and “Sur le
chemin,” two novellas originally written in the
French-Canadian dialect that was his first language;
the pivotal 1951 journal in which he experiences
the breakthrough that leads to On the Road; and
the late reflective works “Memory Babe” and “Beat
Spotlight.”

470 pages  • $35 cloth • LOA #283 •   e-book
www.loa.org

Library of America
America’s nonprofit publisher
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Voice of Civilization

Like herodotus, thucydides, mon-
taigne, and Proust, Edward Gibbon 
(1737–1794) was a one-book wonder. 

True, he wrote a couple others, a long youthful 
French essay and a posthumously published 
memoir, but the sum of his genius he poured 
into The History of the Decline and Fall of the 
Roman Empire, which appeared in six volumes 
between 1776 and 1788. It was quite enough 
to speak for a supremely well-spent scholarly 
and literary lifetime. That part of his life in 
which he wasn’t engaged in writing the book 
was either preparation for the appointed task 
or well-deserved rest from his labors—though 
much of his youth he considered time wasted. 

He was the only surviving child of a pros-
perous merchant family; suffered through a 
sickly boyhood that saw him only intermit-
tently in school but constantly reading histo-
ry; came out of Oxford with small Latin and 
less Greek, shown the door for conversion to 
popery; was exiled by his outraged father to 

Lausanne, Switzerland, and the oversight of 
a Calvinist minister, who gradually helped 
restore him to respectable (not Calvinist but 
Anglican) worship; and fell in love there with 
a French beauty whom his father refused to let 
him marry, upon pain of disinheritance (she 
would become the mother of Madame de Staël, 
while he remained a lifelong bachelor). Gibbon 
returned to England, and served as a captain 
in the Hampshire militia, which he said gave 
him important military knowledge, though 
he never saw action; pursued expertise in the 
classical languages, but by his own judgment 
failed to master Greek as he did Latin; lived 
the life of a gentleman amusing himself with 
literature; thought about writing a life of Wal-
ter Raleigh or a history of the Medici or the 
narrative of Swiss liberty; and served in Par-
liament for nine years without ever speaking. 
On a trip to Rome in 1764, he heard “the bare-
footed fryars…singing vespers in the Temple 
of Jupiter,” and had an idea about a book to 

write; eventually settled on the thing he was 
meant to do and did it; enjoyed the adulation 
of the discerning and endured the charges 
of the pious that he was an “infidel wasp,” as 
James Boswell put it; sided with his friend 
Edmund Burke in reprehension of the French 
Revolution; and died at 56 following surgery 
for a grossly inflamed hydrocele in his scrotum. 

Crimes, Follies, and Misfortunes

Decline and fall treats, as every-
one must expect, what most people 
mean when they speak of the fall 

of Rome, with “the subversion of the West-
ern Empire, by the barbarians of Germany 
and Scythia, the rude ancestors of the most 
polished nations of modern Europe”; and of 
course it details the emergence and ascendancy 
of Christianity as spiritual force and imperial 
power. The history also encompasses the “tran-
sient splendour [of] the Eastern Empire,” most 
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glorious under the reign of Justinian, prolific 
conqueror and compiler of the renowned legal 
code; and it relates the ultimate “extinction of 
a degenerate race of princes, who continued to 
assume the titles of Caesar and Augustus, after 
their dominions were contracted to the limits 
of a single city,” Constantinople, which fell to 
the sultan Mahomet II and the Turks in 1453. 
Gibbon retails the numerous collisions and 
sideswipes down the centuries between the 
Empire and the Persians, the Muslim Arabs, 
the Mongols. His Roman masterwork is a pan-
oramic history of the Old World. 

“In the second century of the Christian Aera, 
the empire of Rome comprehended the fairest 
part of the earth, and the most civilized por-
tion of mankind.” This is the opening sentence, 
from which Gibbon sets off on a 3,000-page 
consideration of what it means to be civilized. 
Frontiers protected by “ancient renown and 
disciplined valour,” “[t]he gentle, but power-
ful influence of laws and manners,” the re-
fined pleasure in and the morbid indulgence 
of “wealth and luxury,” reverence for “the image 
of a free constitution”: thus had Roman power 
and virtue been secured and preserved, and it 
would be by the attenuation and corruption of 
such force, energy, decency, and public spirited-
ness that the empire would topple and shatter. 

In his final chapter Gibbon lamented “that 
in proportion to her former greatness, the fall 
of Rome was the more awful and deplorable,” 
and he announced, “I have described the tri-
umph of barbarism and religion.” Until quite 
recently most civilized people could agree 
that barbarism is a bad thing—multicultur-
alist sensibilities now quiver in agony at the 
very word—but religion has been generally 
believed a good thing, if only for those other 
people who need its exemplary restraints. So 
what Gibbon intends by his very long threno-
dy will not be palatable to many well-meaning 
readers, on one count or the other or both. 
But such is the price to be paid for civilization 
as he understands it, instruction for which is 
not infrequently disagreeable. The history is 
disturbing—a severe challenge to comfort-
able pieties, especially to Christian piety. The 
potency of Gibbon’s argument—and his his-
tory is also polemic—is sufficient to unsettle 
even those whom he does not convince.

From the start, his plummy civilized voice 
is rich with the “grave and temperate irony” for 
which he is celebrated: the intellectual delight 
of being among those who understand is a pre-
eminent privilege of the truly civilized, which 
means it is not for everyone who might con-
sider himself civilized. What Gibbon means 
by “the most civilized portion of mankind” 
will only be clear when one returns to his first 
sentence after reading the rest of the book. For 
most is not a simple superlative here. The most 

civilized portion of mankind will prove to be 
only comparatively more civilized than the 
rest—in some respects, marginally so, or not at 
all—which is to say shot through and through 
with barbarism. For history, as he famously 
states, is “indeed, little more than the register 
of the crimes, follies, and misfortunes of man-
kind.” The somberness of this truth is relieved 
by the evident relish with which he serves up 
his sorrowful tale. The historian’s art in Gib-
bon’s hands involves cultivating a certain cool 
reserve, which allows him to treat with wit and 
aplomb matters worthy of despair. And there 
is no desperation in him, no Voltairean fury 
at the infamy that must be crushed, however 
grisly the spectacle he describes. He accepts 
with gratitude the gifts that history has deliv-
ered to his genius: crimes and follies furnish 
his daily bread, misfortunes a rich dessert. It 
would be grotesque to say he believed Rome 
fell so that he could write of it; but Gibbon 
could not be unhappy that Rome fell, for there 
was no other subject so perfectly suited to his 
ambition and his skill.

Thirst for Glory

Ambition is a matter he knows 
well—although as with many writers, 
the only ambition he admires without 

qualification is literary. Men of action, Romans 
above all, in his view, pursue questionable ends 
with dire means. Rome conquered most of the 
surrounding peoples, and for seven centuries 
from Romulus to Augustus triumph followed 
triumph; it was the emperor Augustus who de-
termined “to relinquish the ambitious design 
of subduing the whole earth, and to introduce 
a spirit of moderation into the public councils.” 
Holding onto imperial acquisitions requires a 
hand at least as powerful as the one that con-
quered, and subsequent emperors would have 
done well to follow Augustus’s example. 

But even so great a man and ruler as Trajan 
could not free himself of the craving for glory 
as magnificent as Alexander’s. What most 
Romans considered an essential princely vir-
tue, Gibbon calls the besetting vice of the best 
of them. “Trajan was ambitious of fame; and 
as long as mankind shall continue to bestow 
more liberal applause on their destroyers than 
on their benefactors, the thirst of military 
glory will ever be the vice of the most exalted 
characters.” Rome’s very power and honor are 
monstrous at the core. Statesmanship reliant 
on generalship and the massed violence of the 
legions is severely compromised. The virtues 
worthy of unadulterated honor are strictly 
peaceable, Gibbon soberly advises readers 
who might harbor latent world-beating fires 
in their souls. And yet he knows that the 
most ambitious political men, the ones who 
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Why believe in God? Renowned 
philosopher Stephen Davis argues 
that belief in God is indeed a 
rational and intellectually sound 
endeavor. Drawing on a lifetime 
of rigorous refl ection and critical 
thinking, he appraises objections 
fairly and openly, o� ering thought-
ful approaches to common intel-
lectual problems. Examine for 
yourself the rationality of the 
Christian faith.
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make history, have never been and never will 
be any different. So he proceeds to detail the 
Roman military virtue that won the empire 
and sustained it, enabling the Romans to dis-
pense justice to a barbarian world in need of 
it: “the reigns of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius 
offer the fair prospect of universal peace. The 
Roman name was revered among the most re-
mote nations of the earth. The fiercest barbar-
ians frequently submitted their differences to 
the arbitration of the emperor.”

First things first, and Gibbon devotes the 
larger part of the opening chapter to war-
making as the supreme Roman art. Patriotic 
fervor and regimental pride invigorated the 
ranks. “The attachment of the Roman troops 
to their standards, was inspired by the united 
influence of religion and honour. The golden 
eagle, which glittered in the front of the le-
gion, was the object of their fondest devo-
tion.” Severe discipline instilled the necessary 
hardness and readiness to obey any order, a 
disposition that made the legions superior 
to barbarian hordes. Relentless drill in every 
aspect of warfare inculcated tactical mastery. 
The art of weapon-making gave the Romans 
the most elementary advantage over enemies 
less capably equipped. Such technology—the 
best javelin and sword, helmet and buckler in 
the business—is part of the achievement of 
civilization: an indispensable part.

Paths of Blood

War made the romans masters of 
the world if not masters of them-
selves, and peace unmade them. 

Gibbon extols the age of the Antonines—the 
wise and temperate emperors Antoninus Pius 
and Marcus Aurelius, the Stoic philosopher—
as the supreme epoch of human flourishing, 
from which the ruinous decline began. “This 
long peace, and the uniform government of the 
Romans, introduced a slow and secret poison 
into the vitals of the empire. The minds of men 
were gradually reduced to the same level, the 
fire of genius was extinguished, and even the 
military spirit evaporated.” Where Romans 
had formerly aspired to be superb—and that 
meant perpetual war to feed the insatiable 
hunger for glory—mediocrity now became 
the rule; and this was as true of poetry, oratory, 
even philosophy, as it was of crumbling military 
virtue. “The diminutive stature of mankind…
was daily sinking below the old standard, and 
the Roman world was indeed peopled by a race 
of pygmies, when the fierce giants of the north 
broke in, and mended the puny breed.”

The Roman army abdicated its role as pro-
tector of the empire and began prowling for 
ready spoil. The army’s practice was no longer 
with danger, to borrow a phrase from Thomas 

Hobbes’s translation of Thucydides, and the 
soldiers grew accustomed to taking their ease. 
Under the monstrous emperor Commodus, 
who succeeded his father, Marcus Aurelius, 
the Praetorian Guard enjoyed a privileged life; 
and although the Guard found the murder of 
Commodus to its taste, for he had disgraced 
all Rome by fighting in the amphitheater as a 
gladiator, the Praetorians murdered his vir-
tuous successor, Pertinax, with equal alacrity. 
His crime was trying to restore “the strictness 
of the ancient discipline.” The “licentious fury” 
of the Praetorian bands, Gibbon declares, 

“was the first symptom and cause of the decline 
of the Roman empire.” With the head of Per-
tinax impaled on a spear, the Praetorians pro-
claimed that the throne of empire was open to 
the highest bidder. The vastly rich Didius Ju-
lianus bought the title and held it for 66 days.

Septimius Severus, commander of the army 
in the province of Pannonia, inflamed the le-
gions with outrage at the Praetorians’ infamy, 
and he led his army into Rome to behead Julia-
nus “as a common criminal,” punish the Prae-

or mildness, of indolence or glory, alike led to 
an untimely grave; and almost every reign is 
closed by the same disgusting repetition of 
treason and murder.” Gibbon occasionally per-
mits himself a poignant note or a bitter one at 
the killing of an emperor, but mostly he carries 
on in his decorous murmuring fashion even as 
the imperial body count mounts astronomi-
cally. When he registers his disgust, he does so 
without raising his voice. The barbarism of the 
most civilized portion of mankind, especially 
in its uppermost reaches though not exclusively 
there by any means, must appall any humane 
person, but the historian’s job description en-
tails wading down “the paths of blood” without 
flinching. Undue vehemence must be avoided. 
Too much compassion can cripple a mind 
charged with this grim work; a surgeon’s disin-
terestedness is called for, and Gibbon possesses 
that to perfection. This calm apprehension of 
whatever the world might hold is also part of 
what it means to be civilized. Eminently civi-
lized—and the familiar phrase carries a chill.

Human and Inhuman

Yet gibbon is not simply a cold fish. 
The words human and inhuman ring 
throughout the history, proprietary 

to Gibbon as virtù is to Machiavelli, good to 
Hemingway, real to Proust; for humanity is the 
moral virtue Gibbon values most highly, even 
while he may have to wear his own concealed 
beneath the historian’s armor. He expects ev-
ery reader to understand the word’s meaning 
without coaching, although the meaning really 
becomes clear only as the reader is acquainted 
with several variations on inhumanity.

The history abounds with “rash and inhu-
man deeds,” numerous “inhuman murders,” 
promiscuous “inhuman massacres,” “inhuman 
sacrifice,” “the inhuman practice of the times.” 
Roman inhumanity, which includes the Byzan-
tine variety, is not unexpected in a people once 
addicted to martial glory and subsequently ac-
customed to seeing their emperors go down 
one after another in their own blood. Of the 
blood-soaked Roman games and festivals, Gib-
bon writes, “every circumstance of the place, as 
well as of the ceremony, contributed to kindle 
[the spectators’] devotion and to extinguish 
their humanity.” These circuses in which men 
fought wild beasts or each other were but a 
fragment of the enormity. Civilized Greeks 
of the Eastern Roman Empire displayed the 
refined taste in torture that made rampaging 
Goths and Vandals seem mere brutes. Among 
unsuccessful aspirants to the imperial throne 
of Constantinople in the 7th and 8th centuries, 
eyes, tongues, and noses still attached to their 
owners’ faces became a rarity. In the 11th cen-
tury the Greek emperor Basil II

torians, and assume the imperial purple. But 
Severus could not curb “the insolence of the 
victorious legions.” The “nerves of discipline” 
were shot. The soldiers wore gold rings, lived 
with their wives in quarters, demanded more 
pay and got frequent bonuses to boot. Severus 
quadrupled the size of the Praetorian Guard 
and made its chief officer head of imperial fi-
nance and even of law. The emperor crushed 
the remnants of senatorial power. In The Prince, 
Machiavelli writes, “For in Severus there was 
so much virtue that, maintaining the soldiers 
friendly, even though the people were bur-
dened by him, he was always able to rule hap-
pily.” Machiavellian princely happiness is a long 
way from the imperial good. Gibbon renders 
harsh judgment on Severus: “Posterity, who 
experienced the fatal effects of his maxims and 
example, justly considered him as the principal 
author of the decline of the Roman empire.” 

Whether monsters such as Elagabalus 
and Maximin or stalwarts such as Alexander 
Severus and Aurelian occupied the throne, the 
end of the story rarely varied. Violent death at 
a rival’s hands became part of the job descrip-
tion. “A life of pleasure or virtue, of severity 

Gibbon’s cool reserve
allows him to treat

with wit and aplomb
matters worthy

of despair.
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inflicted a cool and exquisite vengeance 
on fifteen thousand [Bulgarian] cap-
tives who had been guilty of the defence 
of their country. They were deprived 
of sight, but to one of each hundred a 
single eye was left, that he might con-
duct his blind century to the presence 
of their king. Their king is said to have 
expired of grief and horror.

Elsewhere, in a footnote to another char-
acteristic act of Greek imperial savagery, Gib-
bon reviews “the various modes of blinding: 
the more violent were scooping, burning with 
an iron, or hot vinegar, and binding the head 
with a strong cord till the eyes burst from their 
sockets. Ingenious tyrants!” Poor Gibbon, to 
have to write such things! Fortunate Gibbon, 
to have such things to write!

With barbarians one expects not ingenu-
ity so much as basic barbarism, and they do 
deliver. The 14th-century Mogul emperor 
Timour (also known as the Mongol Tamer-
lane or Tamburlaine) was as ambitious as 
Trajan or Alexander the Great. “The con-
quest and monarchy of the world was the 
first object of the ambition of timour. To 
live in the memory and esteem of future ages 
was the second wish of his magnanimous 
spirit.” Gibbon ensures that Timour lives in 
the reader’s memory. As the conqueror was 

explaining to the Syrian cadhi his peaceable 
nature and aversion to aggression,

the streets of Aleppo streamed with 
blood, and re-echoed with the cries of 
mothers and children, with the shrieks 
of violated virgins. The rich plunder 
that was abandoned to his soldiers 
might stimulate their avarice; but their 
cruelty was enforced by the peremptory 
command of producing an adequate 
number of heads, which, according to 
his custom, were curiously piled in col-
umns and pyramids.

On the ruins of Baghdad Timour constructed 
a pyramid of 90,000. 

Oddly, or perhaps not, Gibbon never does 
describe Timour as inhuman. It could be that 
some things go without saying. He avoids the 
word in writing of Zingis (Genghis Khan), 
Mahomet (Mohammed), Saladin, and other 
Asian barbarian warlords as well, and even 
emphasizes their surprising humane qualities. 
Zingis’s religion, for instance, “best deserves 
our wonder and applause. The Catholic in-
quisitors of Europe, who defended nonsense 
by cruelty, might have been confounded by 
the example of a Barbarian, who anticipated 
the lessons of philosophy, and established by 
his laws a system of pure theism and perfect 

toleration.” Gibbon notes “[a] singular con-
formity” between Zingis’s religious laws and 
those promoted by John Locke. In the light 
of such philosophic concord, certain inhu-
man aspects of barbarian conquest may be 
overlooked. 

Gibbon never passes up the chance, how-
ever, to malign Christian inhumanity. Chris-
tianity likes to claim for itself the virtues gen-
erally associated with humanity—pity, mercy, 
compassion; indeed, it has been known to ar-
rogate to its membership and its God exclu-
sive rights to such virtues. Gibbon objects. An 
abyss separates the sweetness of “Religion as 
she descended from Heaven” and “the inevita-
ble mixture of error and corruption…among a 
weak and degenerate race of beings.” 

The early Christians not only believed in the 
pagan gods; they believed them to be demons, 
which the pagans were damned for worshipping. 
Gibbon adjudges the pagan polytheism, toler-
ant of all beliefs, to be more civilized than the 
Christian monotheism, cocksure of its unique 
righteousness and refusing to tolerate any dis-
senters. “The condemnation of the wisest and 
most virtuous of the Pagans, on account of 
their ignorance or disbelief of the divine truth, 
seems to offend the reason and the humanity 
of the present age. But the primitive church, 
whose faith was of a much firmer consistence, 
delivered over, without hesitation, to eternal 
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torture, the far greater part of the human spe-
cies.” The loathing for any but the prescribed 
worship vitiated the profession of Christian 
love. One recalls Friedrich Nietzsche’s revision 
of the motto over the entrance to Dante’s infer-
no: where Dante had announced of hell, “I too 
was created by eternal love,” Nietzsche places 
over the entrance to Paradise the statement, “I 
too was created by eternal hate”—and for Gib-
bon as for Nietzsche, it is human, which is to 
say inhuman, hate that created this hell and 
heaven. 

Descent of Faith

Rage, hatred, vanity, self-right-
eousness all figure in the hot disputa-
tions the early Christians practiced 

among themselves: heretics were as surely 
damned as pagans, and the heretics of course 
damned in turn those who had damned them. 
The descent of faith into theological conten-
tion showed the civilized intelligence at its 
most ridiculously presumptuous. The minds 
of men encountered matters too deep and sub-
tle for them, as they undertook to define the 
mind of God. What the 18th century called 
the “polite mind,” of which Gibbon’s own is 
a sterling example, recognizes its limitations; 
the religious enthusiast prefers to be stupefied 
and must be satisfied, to appropriate a choice 

Machiavellian phrase. “The abstruse question 
of the eternity of the Logos,” “the admission of 
the homoousion, or Consubstantial,” “a real 
substantial Trinity…refined into a trinity of 
names, and abstract modifications, that sub-
sist only in the mind which conceives them”: 
such were the source of mental consternation, 
and they were fighting words, for which a great 
of deal of blood was shed. Eighteen different 
creeds sprouted from these seeds of dissension. 

The Christian Emperor Constantius cruel-
ly enforced the Semi-Arian heresy—that God 
the Son was of a similar substance (homoiou-
sios) as God the Father—which stood opposed 
to the Nicene Creed’s proclamation that Jesus 
and God were of the same substance (homoou-
sios). One letter in a long Greek word spelled 
the difference between heaven and hell, and 
more important between life and death.

The rites of baptism were conferred on 
women and children, who, for that pur-
pose, had been torn from the arms of 
their friends and parents; the mouths of 
the communicants were held open, by a 
wooden engine, while the consecrated 
bread was forced down their throat; 
the breasts of tender virgins were either 
burnt with red-hot egg-shells, or inhu-
manly compressed between sharp and 
heavy boards.

As Christian emperors persecuted hereti-
cal Christian subjects, civil laws assumed 
the tone of maledictions under the influence 
of doctrinal wrangling: Manichean heretics 
were condemned to death, as were the Audi-
ans, who celebrated Easter on the wrong day. 
With persecution made policy, an enforce-
ment apparatus for the established church 
became necessary: “the office of Inquisitors of 
the Faith, a name so deservedly abhorred, was 
first instituted under the reign of Theodosius.”

Gibbon indulges the fullness of his con-
tempt for the monstrosity of Christian asceti-
cism, which, he believed, inverts the moral or-
der of ordinary human life and replaces simple 
goodness with the worship of misery, where 
eternal happiness is said to await: “inspired 
by the savage enthusiasm, which represents 
man as a criminal, and God as a tyrant,” the 
monks, hermits, and anachorites in their holy 
frenzy debased themselves not just to inhu-
man depths but even to the anti-human nadir. 

“They aspired to reduce themselves to the rude 
and miserable state in which the human brute 
is scarcely distinguished above his kindred an-
imals: and a numerous sect of Anachorets de-
rived their name from their humble practice of 
grazing in the fields of Mesopotamia with the 
common herd.” Christian princes and people 
alike goggled in true believers’ wonderment 
at prodigies of penitential renunciation, such 
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contexts, it envisions a radically alternative view 
of the city grounded in a decolonizesd concep-
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as Simeon Stylites, who perched for 30 years 
atop a 60-foot column in the Syrian waste.

The favourites of Heaven were accus-
tomed to cure inveterate diseases with a 
touch, a word, or a distant message; and 
to expel the most obstinate daemons 
from the souls, or bodies, which they 
possessed. They familiarly accosted, 
or imperiously commanded, the lions 
and serpents of the desert; infused veg-
etation into a sapless trunk; suspended 
iron on the surface of the water; passed 
the Nile on the back of a crocodile, and 
refreshed themselves in a fiery furnace. 

The prevalent credulity that swallowed those 
amazing tales corroded “the reason, the faith, 
and the morals, of the Christians.”

Perhaps nothing better demonstrated the 
mental poverty of Christianity, Gibbon main-
tained, than the manifest unfitness of the 
popes to rule a temporal order: 

The successful candidate is drawn from 
the church, and even the convent; from 
the mode of education and life most ad-
verse to reason, humanity, and freedom. 
In the trammels of servile faith, he has 
learned to believe because it is absurd, 
to revere all that is contemptible, and to 

despise whatever might deserve the es-
teem of a rational being; to punish error 
as a crime, to reward mortification and 
celibacy, as the first of virtues; to place 
the saints of the kalendar above the he-
roes of Rome and the sages of Athens; 
and to consider the missal, or the cruci-
fix, as more useful instruments than the 
plough or the loom.

As for the founder of Christianity, Gib-
bon pays him a measure of sincere tribute 
even while he condescends to him this way 
and that.

He lived and died for the service of 
mankind: but the life and death of 
Socrates had likewise been devoted to 
the cause of religion and justice; and 
although the stoic or the hero may dis-
dain the humble virtues of Jesus, the 
tears which he shed over his friend and 
country, may be esteemed the purest 
evidence of his humanity.

Of course esteem for his humanity might 
be thought faint praise for the Son of God, 
but Christ’s divinity, and the vexed charac-
ter of the Incarnation, Gibbon leaves to the 
believers or, as he prefers to call them, the 
fanatics. The fantastic accounts and tortured 

lucubrations interest him strictly as histori-
cal phenomena. He is quite certain the truth 
is not to be found there. 

Most Complete Men

What then is gibbon’s ideal of 
civilized humanity? In “the love of 
pleasure and the love of action” one 

finds the animating passions of “the most vir-
tuous and liberal dispositions.” “The character 
in which both the one and the other should be 
united and harmonised, would seem to con-
stitute the most perfect idea of human nature.” 
For Gibbon intellectual pleasure enjoys pride 
of place in humanity perfected. “The acquisi-
tion of knowledge, the exercise of our reason 
or fancy, and the cheerful flow of unguarded 
conversation, may employ the leisure of a lib-
eral mind.” And these noblest pleasures were 
naturally condemned by the unnatural “sever-
ity of the fathers, who despised all knowledge 
that was not useful to salvation, and who con-
sidered all levity of discourse as a criminal 
abuse of the gift of speech.”

So who were the best of men in Gibbon’s 
estimation? There were the Antonines, of 
course, especially Marcus Aurelius—although 
imprudent paternal love prevailed over public 
dutifulness when he allowed Commodus to 
succeed him as emperor. And there was the 

a biographical chronicle of her life, 
drawn from recollections, interviews, and 
memoirs by family, friends, and associates

in her own time

edited by Noelle A. Baker

]

STA N TON 

Stanton in Her Own Time 
A Biographical Chronicle of Her Life, Drawn 
from Recollections, Interviews, and Memoirs 
by Family, Friends, and Associates 
edited by Noelle A. Baker

212 pages . 13 b&w photos . 1 drawing
$65.00 paperback original

ª
 IOWA  where great writing begins
University of Iowa Press . order toll-free 800.621.2736

                   uiowapress.org

November Storm
by Robert Oldshue
2016 iowa short fiction award

140 pages
$16.00 paperback original

And the Monkey 
Learned Nothing
Dispatches from a Life in Transit
by Tom Lutz

236 pages
$16.00 paperback original

tom lutz

dispatches from a life in transit

AND THE 
MONKEY 
LEARNED 
NOTHING



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2016
Page 72

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

wish to cover the entire universe in or-
der to abolish slavery, superstition, vice, 
and misfortune.

The authority of the Encyclopédie was sol-
emn gospel among numerous men of good will 
at the time, yet Gibbon’s humanity departs 
from Diderot’s in some crucial respects. For 
Gibbon humanity is not an inflammation or 
a great-souled enthusiasm, but rather a settled 
order of the mind and heart, a fundamental 
decency available to ordinary everyday man-
kind, though it is not found there as often as 
he would like. Nor does Gibbon’s humanity 
enjoin or implore him to bring down and re-
constitute the disorderly universe that permits 
inhumanity to thrive; Diderot’s super-heated 
call to action, or at least to extravagant senti-
ment, does not move him. Gibbon knows there 
are evils so deeply engrained in human nature 
that no application of benign philosophy will 
ever eradicate them. His humanity is tender 
enough to feel acutely the terrible sufferings 
he describes, yet sufficiently robust to bear the 
knowledge that inhumanity is here to stay. His 
austere wisdom is not a philosophe’s but a histo-
rian’s. The genuinely civilized mind and heart, 
Gibbon teaches, will never cease being seared 
by the spectacle of barbarism doing what it has 
always done, but it will find what comfort and 
sustenance it can in the company of like-mind-
ed men and women, which is as much as we 
know of salvation in this life or any other. 

Christianity Has Its Say

Yet gibbon’s humanity has its blind 
spots. Richard Porson, sometime Regi-
us Professor of Greek at the University 

of Cambridge, wrote of Gibbon in 1790, “nor 
does his humanity ever slumber, unless when 
women are ravished, or the Christians per-
secuted.” Surely Gibbon does take more de-
light than necessary in seeing the Christians 
get theirs, and he ignores almost entirely any 
moral excellence the faith might possess—a 
matter quite apart from the question whether 
the Christian revelation might be true, which 
Gibbon was satisfied it was not. For the inhu-
manity of pagan Rome is patent, in his own 
telling, and the appeal of Christianity can be 
felt in perfectly warranted revulsion from im-
perial profligacy and glorious blood-letting. In 
The City of God, begun in 413, three years after 
the sack of Rome by Alaric and the Goths, Au-
gustine of Hippo homes in on the viciousness 
of Roman virtue: “I should like first to inquire 
for a little what reason, what prudence, there is 
in wishing to glory in the greatness and extent 
of the empire, when you cannot point out the 
happiness of men who are always rolling, with 
dark fear and cruel lust, in warlike slaughters 

and in blood, which, whether shed in civil or 
foreign war, is still human blood.” Gibbon of 
course is never so vehement, not to say violent, 
in his distaste for bloodshed, but one recalls 
his aversion for “the thirst of military glory” in 
the opening chapter of Decline and Fall. This 
disaffection with warlike manhood, of which 
there are other examples in his book, might 
indeed be considered the distillate of centuries 
of Christian sentiment. So while the greatness 
of Gibbon’s masterwork, and of his humanity, 
is secure beyond all doubt, Christianity too 
must have its say; and there is more to the 
triumph of religion and its civilizing mission 
than one will gather from Edward Gibbon’s 
brilliantly incendiary pages. 

One feels obliged, before taking leave of 
Gibbon, to mention the scholarly monument 
that J.G.A. Pocock, professor emeritus of his-
tory at Johns Hopkins, had under construc-
tion since 1999 and that reached completion 
last year: Barbarism and Religion, in six vol-
umes, from the Cambridge University Press. 
The monument stands, not so much in honor 
of Gibbon, as witness to Pocock’s unrelent-
ing scholarly industry. It is not a work written 
to attract readers to Gibbon, who is and will 
remain among those great writers of history 
rarely read any more; Pocock writes for a highly 
select audience of Gibbon experts, who study 
Gibbon as a professional duty. The announced 
intention of his series is to establish “contexts 
in which [The History of the Decline and Fall of 
the Roman Empire] may be studied.” Very little 
of Pocock’s work concerns itself directly with 
Gibbon’s masterpiece. Many hundreds of pag-
es are devoted to Appian of Alexandria, Oro-
sius, Otto of Freising, Flavio Biondo, Pedro 
Mexia, James Harrington, Anquetil-Duperron, 
Antoine-Yves Goguet, Thomas Carte, and 
numerous others, to establish the context for 
Gibbon studies without actually studying Gib-
bon’s relation to the context established. And 
Pocock ends his work having treated only the 
first three volumes of Decline and Fall; to study 
the remainder is such a complicated affair that 
it must fall outside the purview of his long and 
elaborate enterprise.

In his 1856 essay on Gibbon, Walter 
Bagehot tells of the reaction to Decline and 
Fall of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, the comic 
playwright and member of Parliament, who 
was heard to speak of his friend’s “luminous 
pages.” Sheridan was known to avoid all seri-
ous reading, and someone questioned him on 
this unexpected response. “I said,” he replied, 

“voluminous.”
Re Pocock: exactly.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center and a contributing editor to The 
New Atlantis.

4th-century emperor Julian the Apostate, who 
was initiated into the philosophic life at the 
Academy in Athens, and who “considered ev-
ery moment as lost, that was not devoted to 
the advantage of the public, or the improve-
ment of his own mind.” Yet Gibbon derides Ju-
lian’s susceptibility to the hocus-pocus of Neo-
platonism; and although Julian in his “prudent 
humanity” restored religious toleration to the 
entire Roman world, his intemperate zeal for 
pagan worship caused him to backslide into 
religious oppression, which infected the popu-
lace with Christian-killing fever.

One had to wait until the 15th century and 
the Renaissance to find princes truly worthy 
of their hire, who were not only formidable 
men of action but who also earned lasting glo-
ry in the service of learning, art, and philoso-
phy. Such was, quite unexpectedly, a prince of 
the church, Pope Nicholas V, who overcame 
plebeian birth and avoided customary papal 
folly “by his virtue and learning.”

The influence of the holy see pervaded 
Christendom; and he exerted that in-
fluence in the search, not of benefices, 
but of books…. To his munificence, the 
Latin world was indebted for the ver-
sions of Xenophon, Diodorus, Polybius, 
Thucydides, Herodotus, and Appian; of 
Strabo’s geography, of the Iliad, of the 
most valuable works of Plato and Ar-
istotle, of Ptolemy and Theophrastus, 
and of the fathers of the Greek church.

Nicholas’s contemporary Cosimo de’ Medici, 
“a Florentine merchant, who governed the re-
public without arms and without a title…was 
the father of a line of princes, whose name 
and age are almost synonymous with the res-
toration of learning.” Here are Gibbon’s most 
complete men, the rarest types in the ranks 
of the mighty, who make the historian proud 
to have in common with them the name of 
human being.

Gibbon’s own humanity is both common to 
all decent men—that is, those men he consid-
ers decent—and singularly his own. It is the 
product of the Enlightenment, but runs con-
trary to some fundamental virtues professed 
by the Enlightened. One finds the definition 
of humanity written in letters of fire in the En-
lightenment handbook, the Encyclopédie (1751–
1772); the entry is attributed to Denis Diderot:

Humanity…is a benevolent feeling for 
all men, which hardly inflames anyone 
without a great and sensitive soul. This 
sublime and noble enthusiasm is trou-
bled by the pains of other people and 
by the necessity to alleviate them. With 
these sentiments an individual would 
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Book Review by John M. Ellis

Missing the Poetry
The Essential Goethe, edited by Matthew Bell.

Princeton University Press, 1,056 pages, $39.95

Johann wolfgang von goethe (1749–
1832) has the kind of unquestioned pre-
eminence in the German-speaking world 

that Shakespeare has among English speak-
ers. And yet a number of German-language 
authors are more widely read outside Ger-
many: Franz Kafka and Thomas Mann, for 
example. That’s because Goethe’s standing as 
the colossus of German literature rests above 
all on his lyric poetry and his poetic drama 
Faust. A great lyric poet is a master of a par-
ticular language, deploying all of its resources 
with consummate skill—rhythms, forms, 
sounds, syntax, lexicon. From which it follows 
that the greater the poetry, the more it resists 
translation into another language. 

Take Goethe’s poem “Um Mitternacht” 
(“At Midnight”). The three stanzas have a man 
looking at the night sky at three different stag-
es of life: as a child, a young man, and finally 
in maturity. The boy sees “Stern am Sterne”: 
star upon star, pretty but unconnected. Sim-
plicity both of vision and understanding is ex-
pressed in monosyllabic language. By contrast 
the young man sees constellations and north-
ern lights in conflict with each other. The stars 
have been joined into structures, part real but 
part imposed as the young man projects his 

own conflicts onto the night scene, in polysyl-
labic conceptual language. The third stanza 
has the mature man looking at the clarity and 
brightness of the full moon, but to say only that 
would miss something, because Goethe reverts 
to monosyllabic language. And that gives the 
poem a shape and meaning it would not oth-
erwise have: the third stanza doesn’t just com-
plete a linear development through the three 
stages, because in a crucial respect it goes back 
to the world of the first stanza, to the simplicity 
and clarity of the child’s vision, but a height-
ened version of it. One particular feature of 
German that Goethe exploits is its ability to 
make an adjective into an abstract noun by just 
inflecting it as a noun: English needs a suffix 
to make “bright” into “brightness” but German 
doesn’t (hell becomes die Helle). If you translate 
using the English polysyllabic word you dam-
age Goethe’s poem by making the third stanza 
more like the second than the first. 

Poetry was part of the way goethe 
thought about the events of his daily 
life. When something happened that 

raised an issue that seemed worth dwelling 
on, he wrote a poem about it. But on the way 
from the event that started things off to the 

finished poem something would be abstract-
ed that would later capture the attention of 
people who had no interest in what happened 
that day. Issues had been distilled, and what 
emerges is inspired commentary on human 
life, not Goethe’s life. This lifelong habit 
meant that Goethe produced an enormous 
volume of poetry in every conceivable mood 
and style. There are love poems and philo-
sophical poems, poems in down-to-earth 
language and poems in exalted and esoteric 
modes, anguished poems as well as witty or 
even hilariously funny ones, lengthy ballads 
and short lyrics, narrative poems and ep-
ics, epigrams and elegies. And in all of them, 
Goethe’s virtuosic command of German is 
central, which is why one of the world’s great-
est writers is little read outside the German-
speaking world. 

In 1994-95 Princeton University Press 
sought to remedy this by publishing a series 
of translations by various hands: Goethe: The 
Collected Works in 12 Volumes. Matthew Bell, 
Professor of German at King’s College Lon-
don, now offers the “more manageable format” 
of a single large (1,000 pages) volume that is 
in the main a selection from those Princeton 
translations.
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can still get some sense of the impact of the 
original poem.

Bell ignores that solution, and in his in-
troduction does nothing to correct the im-
pression he has created that Goethe’s poetry 
is the least important part of his output. He 
mentions only a few poems, mostly in pass-
ing, and here too devotes more space to the 
scientific work than to the poetry. Any in-
troduction to Goethe must as a first order of 
business discuss the scope and variety of the 
poetry and its extraordinary importance in 
German literature. There is no such discus-
sion here.

Goethe’s novels provide easier 
access for an English speaker: there 
is Die Leiden des jungen Werther 

(The Sufferings of Young Werther) which made 
him internationally famous at age 25. There 
is Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affini-
ties) which Thomas Mann thought an abso-
lute wonder, and the preeminent German 
novel. And then there are Wilhelm Meisters 
Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship) 
and a later sequel, both of which are much 
less accessible because of a rather disjointed 
episodic structure. 

Space being limited a choice is necessary, 
but that choice almost makes itself: both the 
novel that made him famous in 1774 and the 
one that is commonly judged his greatest are 
the most accessible, and the shortest. The two 
combined would take up 100 pages less than 
just the first Meister novel. Once more, Bell’s 
choice is baffling: he includes Wilhelm Meis-
ters Lehrjahre and ignores Werther and Die 
Wahlverwandtschaften. Why? In the case of 
Die Wahlverwandtschaften, Bell seems not to 
know that it exists. It’s absent from his chron-
ological list of Goethe’s major works, and is 
never mentioned in his introduction. Werther 
is simply dismissed as a “sentimental novel,” 
without any discussion of its content or recep-
tion. But that phrase only deepens skepticism 
about Bell as a guide to Goethe. 

On the surface, Werther is about a young 
man who falls in love with a woman already 
betrothed, Lotte, and eventually commits 
suicide, but a closer look reveals that it is 
about people who live their lives through the 
books they’ve read, which means that it’s not 
a sentimental book, but a book about senti-
mentality. When Werther and Lotte look 
out of the window at a storm she says, “Klop-
stock,” recalling an ode by a poet popular at 
the time. The scene is experienced through an 
indifferent poem. And when Werther com-
mits suicide, he leaves behind an open book 
(Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Emilia Galotti) 
which also ends in suicide. Much to Goethe’s 
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as much space is devoted to the scientific 
writings, three times as much to Goethe’s ac-
count of his journey to Italy. The Princeton 
series made a brave attempt to deal with 
the problem: for the poetry volume only, it 
gave the German original together with the 
translation. That was sensible. An English 
speaker armed with only a rudimentary 
grasp of German grammar and a translation 

The most obvious question to ask 
of this undertaking is: how does Bell 
deal with the problem of Goethe’s 

most important work resisting translation? 
Alas, he simply buries the issue. He includes 
only a handful of poems, so that of the 1,000 
pages the poetry gets only 40. So a volume 
that calls itself The Essential Goethe omits 
most of even the most famous poems. Twice 
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chagrin, some of his readers missed the point 
and treated this as yet one more book to live 
their own lives through. A spate of suicides 
resulted. These readers in their fundamental 
misunderstanding of Werther made the same 
mistake that Bell now makes. 

Faust is goethe’s most important 
single work: the noted drama critic 
Martin Esslin said that Goethe’s mag-

nificent Faust is equaled only by the tragedies 
of William Shakespeare. The Princeton se-
ries has the excellent translation by Stuart 
Atkins, a great Goethe scholar with a long 
history of interpreting and translating Faust. 
But Bell rejects the Atkins translation and 
uses instead a much inferior one. His table 
of contents claims deceptively that Faust is 
included; only Part 1 is here. Atkins wrote a 
thoughtful essay on translating Faust, warn-
ing against translations that distort Goethe’s 
thought in order to preserve a rhyme. He 
might have been thinking about the transla-
tion that Bell uses. 

Here is an example of the damage this can 
do: In the scene “Wald und Höhle” (“Forest 
and Cave”) Faust likens himself to a raging, 
destructive torrent crashing down on rocks 
below, while nearby Gretchen lives quietly 
in her cottage in a small alpine meadow. The 
image of the cottage is an important one that 
links many different scenes of Faust. In Part 
2, Faust destroys the cottage (“Hütte”) of an-
tiquity’s legendary devoted couple Philemon 
and Baucis—the couple he and Gretchen 
could never become. Faust destroys the cot-
tage because it represents something he can 
never have. It is the play’s image of perfect 
contentment through limitation, the exact 
opposite of what the Lord says He wants 
for mankind in the play’s Prologue in Heav-
en. There He gives them (not just Faust) 
the companion (Mephisto) who gives them 
the itch of dissatisfaction that makes them 
aspire to something more, something bet-
ter. Mephisto is the Lord’s agent of creative      
destruction.

The translation is so concerned to chase a 
rhyme that it omits the image of the cottage, 
one so central to the play’s meaning: “And 
in a peaceful meadow by that stream / She 
lived her simple life, her daily round / And all 
the childish thoughts that she could dream.” 
The violent forward motion of the torrent is 
lost too: it has become simply “that stream.” 
Throughout, the translator seems mostly in-
terested in producing something that reads 
well and rhymes nicely, and to do that he’ll 
drop words and phrases in Goethe’s text at 
his whim, and add ones not there, too. This 
cavalier attitude toward the text soon leaves 

behind the play’s thought processes and the 
imagery that distils them. 

Bell’s commentary on Faust in the intro-
duction doesn’t provide a corrective to the 
translation’s inadequacy; far from it. He 
thinks it a surprise that in Part 2 there will be 
no punishment in the afterlife for Faust; only 
someone who doesn’t understand the funda-
mental difference between Goethe’s Faust and 
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus could say that. Mar-
lowe’s play is about a corrupt soul punished; 
Goethe’s is an allegory of the human condi-
tion. When Bell wonders what a scholar like 
Faust can possibly see in a simple bourgeois 
girl like Gretchen, we see that he has no more 
idea of what Gretchen and her cottage mean 
within the play than the translator does. Bell’s 
comments on Goethe’s other works leave the 
same impression. 

Getting goethe’s work to a wid-
er audience was a fine idea, but its 
implementation here is hopelessly 

botched. Aside from the abysmal quality of 
the commentary, no volume called The Es-
sential Goethe can omit all but a very small 
amount of his most important body of work 
(poetry), a large part of his greatest single 
work (Faust), his greatest novel, and also the 
novel that made him famous. Where can the 
English speaker go instead? The Princeton 
series is a good start. It includes the major 
plays and novels and a poetry volume that has 
a reasonable selection together with the orig-
inal German text. Some of the translations 
are excellent: Michael Hamburger’s trans-
lation of “Um Mitternacht” is better than I 
had thought possible. As for interpretative 
commentary, the best book ever written on 
Goethe happens to be in English: Goethe, Poet 
and Thinker (1962) by Elizabeth M. Wilkin-
son and L.A. Willoughby, both formerly pro-
fessors at University College, London. It’s 
hard not to be struck by the huge intellectual 
gap between the work of these two London 
University scholars of 50 years ago, and that 
of their present-day successor—but that is 
unfortunately a sign of our times. Bell’s com-
ments on Goethe’s works seem more like 
those of an undergraduate who has just read 
a book for the first time than a Goethe schol-
ar’s. By contrast, the essays by Willoughby 
on Faust and on Goethe’s imagery, and those 
by Wilkinson on the play Egmont and on 
Goethe’s poetry, are great examples of liter-
ary criticism at its best.

John M. Ellis is professor emeritus of German 
literature at the University of California, Santa 
Cruz, and chairman of the California Associa-
tion of Scholars. 
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Book Review by Mark A. Heberle

Must Everyone Write English?
The Fall of Language in the Age of English, by Minae Mizumura, translated by Mari Yoshihara and Juliet Winters Carpenter.

Columbia University Press, 240 pages, $40 

When published in 2008, the fall 
of Language in the Age of English 
created a sensation in Japan, win-

ning awards, becoming a bestseller, and ig-
niting a furious online debate between its 
detractors and defenders. This first book of 
nonfiction by Minae Mizumura, whose four 
novels have all won national awards, was pub-
lished last year in a superbly readable English 
translation. This powerful, insightful work 
analyzes the predicament of world languages 
and literatures in an age when English has 
become the universal language of science and 
the default language of the internet. Even for 
creative writers, it is the virtually inescapable 
medium for those desiring to be taken seri-
ously in an age of globalized discourse.

Mizumura’s wish that her work reach read-
ers of English implicitly acknowledges the he-
gemony of English among world languages, all 

but certain to increase in coming years. That 
problem, in her view, relates to a second, the 
debasement of Japan’s language and literature. 
Mizumura offers a scathing critique of the of-
ficial simplification of written Japanese, the 
decreasing language and literature instruc-
tion in Japan’s schools since 1945, and, partly 
as a result of both, the impoverishment of 
contemporary Japanese literature. The pref-
ace to the English version includes her appeal 
to Japanese educators, civil officials, writers, 
and intellectuals: 

This book was written for those who, 
in moments of solitude, quietly worry 
about the future of Japanese literature 
and the Japanese language. It is for those 
who think that what is being written 
in Japanese today is ultimately of little 
relevance but who wish, with mingled 

despair and resignation, that at the very 
least more people would read Japanese 
literature written in those years when it 
was deserving of the name.

Those years, specifically, were 1868–1912: 
the Meiji era, during which Japan became the 
first non-Western nation to develop a mod-
ern national literature. The attainment of its 
global status was validated by Yasunari Kaw-
abata’s Nobel Prize for Literature in 1968, cit-
ing his novels Snow Country, Thousand Cranes, 
and The Old Capital for their narrative mas-
tery and sensibility in representing the Japa-
nese mind. 

What mizumura calls “the mir-
acle of modern Japanese literature” 
is intimately connected to her own 

development as a writer. Twelve years old in 
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1963, when her family moved to Long Island 
because of her father’s work as a Japanese 
businessman, the displaced young woman 
spent much of her childhood and adolescence 
immersed in a 63-volume set of modern Japa-
nese literature, published in 1926, which the 
family had brought along. Rather than simply 
accommodating herself to American culture 
and language over the subsequent 20 years 
outside Japan, she filled and enriched her in-
tellect and imagination with an earlier gen-
eration of Japanese writers’ works, which had 
transformed Japanese literature by adapting 
the modern Western novel to create uniquely 
Japanese forms and explore uniquely Japanese 
circumstances. Mizumura’s own rejection 
of English included majoring in French and 
pursuing a Ph.D. in French Literature at Yale 
before finally returning to Japan in the 1980s. 
In cultural and imaginative exile, her choice 
to dedicate herself to Japanese was the most 
important decision of her life: accounts of it 
take up the whole of her second novel and a 
long introductory section of her third, as well 
as much briefer personal reflections in The 
Fall of Language. 

Yet she recounts that just when 
she seemed to have returned to Japan 
forever, a Tokyo palm reader’s predic-

tion, “you have a strong tie to foreign coun-
tries…[that] will last all your life” proved to 
be uncannily true. Over the subsequent three 
decades, she has given readings in France and 
America, taught at Princeton, Michigan, and 
Stanford, finished her first novel in America, 
and was given the inspiration for her third 
by a Japanese visitor at Stanford. Mizumura 
relates her experiences among more than 20 
other foreign writers during a University of 
Iowa International Writing Program, then 
offers a version of a scholarly talk on the “fall” 
of French in the age of English, which she gave 

during a Paris symposium—her only public 
address in her first professional language. The 
Japanese novelist connects with her French 
audience as they consider together the subor-
dination of French and Japanese—her second 
professional language—to English.

Mizumura’s experiences thus ground the 
theoretical, historical, and autobiographical 
arguments that make up the book. Her ex-
periences in Iowa with more than 20 “writers 
writing in their own language”—including 
literary artists from China and Korea, Nor-
way and Lithuania, and a poet from Botswana 
who writes in English—were the origin of 
The Fall of Language, since they raised initial 
questions about the challenges facing local 
languages and literatures. But her awareness 
during a bleak Iowa autumn that the Japanese 
have been relatively “blessed” among non-
Westerners to create a major world literature 
reminds her vaguely of a conversation about 
literature in Yiddish, a minor and virtually 
dead language, that took place after her talk 
in Paris.

Mizumura presents complex but 
marvelously lucid accounts of the 
role of Latin in the evolution of 

national languages in the West, and of the 
emergence of the 19th-century novel, a West-
ern literary form conveying universal human 
knowledge through major national literatures. 
There were, she shows, analogous but distinc-
tive developments in East Asia. Japan’s writ-
ten language emerged from within the Chi-
nese linguistic and literary universe. Japanese 
literature’s evolution within and beyond the 
Sinosphere culminated in the epochal chal-
lenge resulting from Japan’s sudden, transfor-
mative encounter with the West in the mid-
19th century.

Scholar, translator, and novelist Natsume 
Sōseki, something of an avatar of Mizumura 

herself, is the focus of her account of the Japa-
nese literary response to the initial “shock of 
the West.” Sōseki transmuted the opportu-
nities and dangers of Western influence into 
Meiji Japan’s most distinguished literary and 
scholarly career. Analyzing the great literary 
heritage that Mizumura discovered in her 
early years affords her a vantage point for con-
sidering how both Japanese language and lit-
erature have fallen in the wake of the second 
great national shock, the loss of World War II 
and subsequent American occupation. 

The Fall of Language in the Age of English 
concludes with somber reflections on the in-
ternet and the implications for national lan-
guages and literatures of hegemonic English, 
the world’s de facto universal language. But 
Mizumura also criticizes self-defeating public 
policies that have impoverished the Japanese 
language, and Japanese literary works that “of-
ten read like rehashes of American literature.” 
She calls for teaching more Japanese to young-
er students, and mandating that older ones 
read the full texts of Japanese modern classics. 

She ends her rich, profound meditation on 
language and literature by encouraging peo-
ple in English-speaking nations to consider 
the possibility that the advantage of fluency 
in our age’s universal language can also be a 
disadvantage:

If more English native speakers walked 
through the doors of other languages, 
they would discover undreamed-of land-
scapes. Perhaps some of them might then 
begin to think that the truly blessed are 
not they themselves, but those who are 
eternally condemned to reflect on lan-
guage, eternally condemned to marvel at 
the richness of the world. 

Mark A. Heberle is professor of English at the 
University of Hawaii at Manoa in Honolulu.
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Book Review by Bruce Cole

Unabashed Elitism
The Spectacle of Skill: New and Selected Writings of Robert Hughes, by Robert Hughes.

Alfred A. Knopf, 688 pages, $40

Robert hughes didn’t mince words:

On the morning of February 25, 
1970, Mark Rothko’s body was found in 
his studio in New York. He had done 
a thorough job of killing himself…. He 
lay fat and exsanguinated, clad in long 
underwear and black socks, in the mid-
dle of a lake of blood.

Hughes’s riveting description, black socks 
and all, captures both the final act of the art-
ist’s tortured life, and the finale to the gener-
ation of New York’s pioneering abstract ex-
pressionist painters. By the time of Rothko’s 
suicide, Arshile Gorky, David Smith, and 
Jackson Pollock (the most celebrated of them 
all) had already shuffled off their own mortal 
coils. They had met their deaths, as Hughes 
(1938–2012) reminds us in The Spectacle of 
Skill, a new anthology of his writings, “by 

their own hand…or violent accident…or 
booze, old age, the usual disabilities.” It’s 
hard to find a more trenchant obit of an -ism 
than that.

The chief reason to buy the specta-
cle of Skill is for Hughes’s memoir (five 
chapters from the first part, which ap-

peared as Things I Didn’t Know in 2006, and 
eleven chapters from the unpublished second 
part are reprinted here), a rollicking saga of 
his turbulent life from his Sydney childhood 
to the suicide of his estranged son, Danton. 
Fast-paced, unbuttoned, elegant, and en-
grossingly written, it’s a fascinating account 
of its maverick author and those who came 
into (or left) his orbit, including many lumi-
naries of the New York art scene. Aside from 
the unfinished memoir, this hefty volume 
features a selection of pieces from Hughes’s 
oeuvre, including book reviews and columns 

from Time magazine—the highly readable 
art criticism that made him famous in Amer-
ica. There are also long passages from his 
books on Rome, Barcelona, and Goya, and 
pages from The Fatal Shore (1986), his mas-
sively researched, brilliantly told, history of 
the convict settlement of Australia. Excerpts 
from the scripts of his TV hits, The Shock 
of the New (1980) and American Visions: The 
Epic History of Art in America (1997) are also 
included. 

Unfortunately, readers will find them-
selves shortchanged. There are no illustra-
tions of works of art, and no explanation of 
why these selections were published instead 
of others from Hughes’s work. Nor is there 
any information as to when and where they 
appeared originally, knowledge that would 
help put the selections in the context and 
chronology of the author’s life. A few simple 
footnotes or an editorial note in the preface 
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would have sufficed. And, the publication of 
the entire memoir in a single volume would 
have been preferable to this retreading of 
random articles, some of which come from a 
previous anthology of Hughes’s writings and 
reviews. 

Never mind, though, because everything 
here is worth reading for the first or the fifth 
time. The volume is a page-turner from the 
pen of one of the bravest, most gifted, opin-
ionated, pugnacious, and perceptive art critics 
of the last 50 years. Hughes wrote with the 
skill of a great novelist. He had a finely tuned 
ear for rhythm and cadence and the gift to 
find just the right metaphor, analogy, or word 
to describe, explain, and judge what he saw. 
This skill is especially evident in the book’s es-
says on John Singer Sargent, James Whistler, 
and Jackson Pollock.

Much of the best writing on art comes not 
from academic art historians or theoretical 
critics, but from the pens of novelists, poets, 
and visual artists who creatively translate 
images into words. In their hands, criticism 
itself becomes fine art. John Ruskin, Charles 
Baudelaire, and Walter Pater in the 19th cen-
tury, and Tom Wolfe, John Updike, and Al-
dous Huxley in the 20th, rose to this height. 
Hughes belongs in their ranks. 

One of his defining attributes 
was nationality. Born and raised in 
Sydney, he came from a fairly well-to-

do Australian family. His father was a lawyer 
with little interest in art. But if there weren’t 
many pictures on the walls in Hughes’s home, 
there was a well-stocked library. There he de-
voured the Romantic poets, Alice in Wonder-
land, and quantities of Rudyard Kipling, espe-
cially Kim and The Jungle Book. These made a 
lasting impression on his young mind and his 
future prose style. He also poured over bound 
volumes of Punch and the illustrations of Ar-
thur Rackham; these were his introduction to 
the visual arts. 

At his Catholic boarding school, where he 
learned Latin and lost his faith, he was for-
tunate to study with the headmaster, Father 
Wallace, who recognized his brilliance and en-
couraged him, as Hughes said, to read books 
that “probably would have featured on the 
[Vatican’s] Index Librorum Prohibitorem.” His 
mentor, much to the discomfort of the other 
priests, also introduced him to modernist lit-
erature, including the then-risqué writings of 
Ernest Hemingway, Christopher Isherwood, 
and James Joyce. Hughes narrowly escaped a 
lashing after a teacher found an anthology of 
Joyce that he had been reading. 

Hughes went to the University of Sydney, 
where he wrote for the student newspaper 

and moved in a libertarian circle that includ-
ed Germaine Greer and Clive James. After 
college, he was hired as a cartoonist by a lo-
cal newspaper and then was abruptly made 
its art critic when his predecessor was fired 
for reviewing a show he never visited. Like a 
number of distinguished writers on art, in-
cluding Paul Johnson and Kenneth Clark, 
whom Hughes admired for his art criticism 
if not for his social class, Hughes escaped 
the clutches of a Ph.D. and the constraints 
of jargon-laced scholarly writing and special-
ized research. 

He grew up with a sense of the 
cultural inferiority of his Austra-
lian homeland. Art history and the 

practice of art were absent from his univer-
sity’s curriculum, although Sydney’s Art Gal-
lery of New South Wales has a collection of 
old masters and a good selection of Austra-
lian art (sadly, still not well enough known 
outside of that country). Hughes called this 

Consequently, most of the human race 
doesn’t matter much to me, outside the 
normal and necessary frame of courtesy 
and the obligation to respect human 
rights…. I am, after all, a cultural critic, 
and my main job is to distinguish the 
good from the second-rate.

This unabashed elitism in an age of egali-
tarianism and cultural relativity is rare and 
admirably politically incorrect. Hughes had 
zero patience with the herds of conformist, 
fashionable critics and art historians spout-
ing cant about postmodern art and artists. 
The strength and fearlessness, and occasional 
eccentricity, of his judgments make The Spec-
tacle of Skill original, iconoclastic, and bracing. 
Nowhere does he trim or equivocate about art, 
no matter what its exalted position or reputa-
tion might be. 

His ideas about art changed dramatically 
in 1966 when the BBC sent him to cover the 
Florentine flood. In the Arno city, the cradle 
of so much European painting and sculpture, 
he had an epiphany:

After those days and weeks in Florence, 
I was never again able to join in the cho-
rus of cultural fantasy that one heard 
so often in the sixties—the idea that 
there was something inherently repres-
sive about old art, as though the past 
were a dead weight that new art, young 
art, had to shake off. Of course culture 
changes, but the idea that it simply re-
invents itself, like a snake shedding its 
skin, is dreadfully naïve.

Art, as Hughes realized in Florence, doesn’t 
“foreshadow” subsequent art, but, instead, is 
its source, “used, imitated, learned from by 
later artists…it becomes part of the past and 
assumes the value that we associate with the 
past.” 

This road to damascus moment gave 
Hughes an understanding of just how 
much Western artists were indebted to 

their predecessors. Each succeeding genera-
tion was just the newest link in the great chain 
of art stretching back to Greece and Rome. 
For thousands of years, painters, sculptors, 
and architects had turned to the past for in-
spiration and instruction, unlike contempo-
rary artists and critics who shun history and 
its values and, instead, prize a bogus “original-
ity” above all else. 

A Piero della Francesca or a Rembrandt, 
Hughes wrote, “is radical in a deep way that 
no Damien Hirst could ever be,” and to even 
name them “in the same sentence is faintly 

Hughes had a finely
tuned ear for rhythm
and cadence and the

gift to find just the right
metaphor, analogy, or

word to describe, explain,
and judge what he saw.

sense of inadequacy “the Cultural Cringe,” 
the assumption that what one wrote or paint-
ed or carved “is of unknown value until it is 
judged by people outside your own society.” 
This sense of “cultural colonialism,” of being 
an interloper, never left him. It made him feel 
like an outsider, both in London (where he 
first relocated) and New York, even at the 
height of his fame.

The book’s title comes from a quote that 
sums up Hughes’s criticism:

I am completely an elitist, in the cultur-
al but emphatically not the social sense. 
I prefer the good to the bad, the articu-
late to the mumbling, the aesthetically 
developed to the merely primitive, and 
full to partial consciousness. I love the 
spectacle of skill, whether it’s an expert 
gardener at work, or a good carpenter 
chopping dovetails…. I don’t think stu-
pid or ill-read people are as good to be 
with as wise and fully literate ones…. 
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comical.” In his politics, Hughes was a man 
of the Left (his views on Ronald Reagan and 
conservatism are as clichéd as his art criti-
cism is not), but when it came to art, he was 
a traditionalist in an age of chic conformists. 
Like Hilton Kramer, he refused to be bam-
boozled by the flimflam of the New York art 
market that was awash with money, greed, 
and strivers.

Florence was the watershed in 
Hughes’s criticism. It gave him a wider 
horizon. It enabled him to write with 

more perception and understanding about 
art. It also furnished a valuable new and 
wider perspective on the pretensions and 
humbug of many of the reigning artistic su-
perstars of his day. Hughes was to become a 
devastating critic of their works, and of the 
dealers and critics who promoted and sold 
them. But art was not the only thing that he 
wrote about in Florence or the other cities he 
chronicled. He was a first-rate travel writer 
who captured the nuance, texture, color, and 
flavor of the places he visited. Intensely cu-
rious about people, places, and things, his 
interests ranged far beyond art and architec-
ture to, among scores of other things, poli-
tics, history, wildlife, and the local cuisine.

One of the pleasures of The Spectacle of 
Skill is his amorous description of what he 
ate in his travels. In Florence he often dined 
at the venerable Buca Lapi (it’s still open) in 
the basement of the Palazzo Antinori. There 
he loved the “thick, Parmesan-clogged mine-

strone,” “its plump, egg-yellow pumpkin ravi-
oli,” and the famous bistecca alla Fiorentina. 
In Sant’ Andrea in Percussina, a village just 
outside the city, he devoured “coarse bread, 
toasted on an open fire, rubbed with garlic, 
and then drenched in the local olive oil, green 
and thick as Castrol, densely perfumed and 
sprinkled with salt.” (As a graduate student 
living in Florence, I often ate this delicious 
country dish accompanied by sausages, beans, 
and good Chianti in the same tavern once 
frequented by the exiled Niccolò Machiavel-
li, who wrote The Prince in a villa across the 
street.) 

Hughes’s stay in florence is re-
corded in the first part of his mem-
oirs. The second part, published in 

The Spectacle of Skill, is of greater historical 
value. It’s a richly anecdotal, gimlet-eyed tell-
ing of his life, loves, trials, and tribulations 
in New York where he settled in the 1970s. 
It’s also a fascinating story of a city that had 
recently become one of the international cap-
itals of contemporary art. The memoir de-
scribes, among many other things, Hughes’s 
work for Time, the friendships he forged 
with artists (including Robert Rauschenberg, 
whom he called, inexplicably, “the genius of 
American art since the death of Pollock”), 
the making of his TV programs, and his life 
as an urban pioneer in the SoHo district be-
fore it became a high rent neighborhood. 

In New York, Hughes found much art 
he liked and a good deal he despised, par-

ticularly that shilled by many of the reign-
ing denizens, and false prophets, of the art 
world. Many of the most amusing passages 
in the memoir are the barbed, often side-
splitting deflations of these poobahs. About 
the then-fashionable artist Julian Schnabel, 
he opines that his “work is to painting what 
Stallone’s is to acting—a lurching display of 
oily pectorals—except that Schnabel makes 
bigger public claims for himself.” Comment-
ing on a painting by the artistic duo Gilbert 
& George, he fails to see “how anyone can 
take a pair of primping narcissists like Gil-
bert & George seriously on any level what-
soever”; their work always struck him “as 
aesthetically vacuous, intellectually obvi-
ous, and complacently banal in design.” He 
calls Clement Greenberg, the high priest of 
abstract painting, “a quite limited critic, not 
interested in the content of works of art or 
their historical context, only in their formal 
character” and says “he had little or nothing 
of interest to say about any art earlier than 
impressionism.”

Memorializing his friend, the critic David 
Sylvester, Hughes says that he was a “fear-
lessly eccentric figure” whose prose was “sharp, 
aphoristic at times, free of jargon, and often 
beautifully judged.” 

Those words are a fitting epitaph for the 
author of The Spectacle of Skill.

Bruce Cole, a former chairman of the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, is a senior fel-
low at the Ethics and Public Policy Center.
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Book Review by Diana Schaub

Bad Company
On Friendship, by Alexander Nehamas.

Basic Books, 304 pages, $26.99

This book has a beautifully spare 
and classic title, meant to remind us 
of Cicero’s De Amicitia, but it makes a 

thoroughly unclassical argument. Although 
Alexander Nehamas begins with Aristotle, 
who “remains at the foundation of every seri-
ous discussion of friendship,” he doesn’t end 
there. In fact, he writes with the aim of upend-
ing Aristotle, who argued that friendship either 

“is a certain virtue or is accompanied by virtue.” 
Nehamas teaches that “a good friend can draw 
me into shameless immorality” and that “even 
the vicious have friends.” Rather like the mild-
mannered disseminator of Nietzsche (played 
by Jimmy Stewart) in Alfred Hitchcock’s Rope, 
the Carpenter Professor in the Humanities at 
Princeton University seeks to persuade a broad 
audience that genuine friendship can be the 
agency of spiraling crime and death. This is 
how a postmodern Athenian adds “complex-
ity,” “ambiguity,” and “nuance” to those ancient 
Athenians who reasoned that the best friend-
ship required knowledge of the good. 

Nehamas doesn’t reject that tradition root 
and branch. For instance, when he says that 

“‘Instrumental friendship’—whether based on 
advantage, pleasure, or anything else—is a 

contradiction in terms,” he follows Aristotle. 
Real friendship requires that a friend be loved 
for himself. It’s just that Nehamas has a rather 
more expansive idea of what is loveable, along 
with a profoundly deracinated view of the self.

For example, he treats the rela-
tionship of the title characters in the 
movie Thelma and Louise (1991) as par-

adigmatic of friendship. “Their friendship is 
a good,” he declares, “not despite the fact that 
it leads them to kill, rob, intimidate, and de-
stroy but because of it. They don’t just do bad 
things; they become admirable on account of 
doing them—or, rather, on account of what 
these things reveal about them and their new 
take on the world and each other.” Unlike the 
teacher in Rope who recoils from his Leopold-
and-Loeb acolytes once their murderous de-
pravity is manifest, Nehamas seems not to 
flinch from the consequences of his aestheti-
cizing approach, in which what counts is char-
acter understood not as virtue but as stylized, 
ever-fluid individuality. Especially telling is 
the moment when Nehamas rejects the erotic 

“metaphysics” of Plato (another classic writer 
on friendship): “this effort [to know and love 

another] has an end, though not when it 
reaches perfection—which for Plato was the 
Form of beauty itself—but only when the 
friendship is over.” “End” in the sense of “pur-
pose” is jettisoned in favor of “end” as “termi-
nation.” The only possible end physics gives us 
is death. No wonder Nehamas celebrates the 
suicide pact of Thelma and Louise—they do, 
after all, die with distinctive panache, hold-
ing hands (as if in victory) and hurtling off 
the edge of the Grand Canyon in a 1966 Ford 
Thunderbird convertible. 

Postmodern perversity can be made very 
attractive, especially when it comes in the 
shapely forms of Geena Davis, Susan Saran-
don, and Brad Pitt. For viewers still imbued 
with Aristotle, however, the movie can deliver 
quite another lesson. We see the ingrained 
vices of the characters, especially cowardice 
and immoderation, dictate their initial bad 
choices. Almost immediately, the women are 
drawn into a vortex of alcohol-fueled anger-
mismanagement. Time and again, the one 
whose judgment at that particular moment is 
worse (and who is invariably acting selfishly) 
prevails, and the two of them descend further 
into desperado-dom.
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Nehamas is certainly right to 
stress the transformative power of 
our intimate companions: “Wheth-

er for better or worse, what we become is 
very much our friends’ doing, and the less 
settled we are in ourselves, the greater their 
contribution and the more pervasive their 
influence.” Nehamas writes charmingly of 
his reunions with a circle of Greek friends, 
none of whom seems to inhabit the dark side. 
Choosing a friend is risky business, however, 
especially for the young. That is exactly why 
Aristotle and parents everywhere have coun-
seled attention to virtues of character, and 
why they are often at pains to demonstrate 
that a supposed friend might not be a true 
friend. It’s rather remarkable that the stan-
dards set by what Aristotle calls “complete 
friendship” or “friendship most of all” even 
now generally inform the ordinary view of 
what is more loosely called friendship. (For 
confirmation, read a few weeks’ worth of 

“Ask Amy” columns.) 
Because Nehamas takes friendship seri-

ously, his treatment can be insightful. He 
recognizes the unsupported status of friend-
ship within Christianity and philosophic 
modernity alike. Under both dispensations, 
the full amplitude of ancient areté (excel-
lence or virtue) is compressed into a narrow-
er range called “morality.” At the same time, 
the simplified rules of morality are broad-
ened to apply universally, which is to say, in-
discriminately. He offers a nice critique of 
such formalism: 

Modern moral thought centered its at-
tention on the impartial principles that 
govern our obligations to one another 
in the abstract, our duties and respon-
sibilities to the world at large and, in so 
doing, turned away from the narrower, 
partial, and preferential relationships of 
which friendship was often the emblem.

Instead of the deep, secluded, refreshing 
mountain-pools of friendship, we have the 
level flood-plain of humanity (traversed by 
concepts such as individual rights, the general 
will, the categorical imperative, and charity 
toward all). 

There are other rewarding sections too, like 
the paragraphs on the abbot Saint Aelred and 
English poet Edmund Spenser, or the chapter 
on friendship and the arts, where Nehamas 
examines attempts to depict friendship on 
canvas. He concludes that friendship cannot 
be captured visually, because (unlike other 
forms of love—think of all those Madonnas) 

“it has no sure signs,” no specific, immediately 
understood posture or performance. It is, in-
stead, “a structure of the soul.” Astonishingly, 
the author admits that friendship, in this 
respect, is just like courage and “every other 
virtue”—an insight that should have prompt-
ed deeper attention to Aristotle’s claim that 
friendship either is a virtue or keeps friendly 
company with virtue. (Nehamas, by the way, 
never registers that Aristotle formulates the 
relation between friendship and virtue in two 
different ways.)

Because friendship develops and 
reveals itself over time, painting can’t 
do it justice. Literature is more prom-

ising. Novels are good, but drama—able to 
combine the visual (for friendship is “an em-
bodied relationship”) and temporal aspects—
is “friendship’s ideal medium.” Maybe—but 
he doesn’t consider the greatest (and thor-
oughly Aristotelian) novel about friendship, 
Jane Austen’s Emma. 

The dramatic work he analyzes at length is 
Yasmina Reza’s Art, a 1994 French play that 
hinges on a threesome of friends torn apart 
over an expensive painting one of them has 
purchased. The characters’ differing reactions 
to this work of high modernism (a white can-
vas cut diagonally by a few white lines) lead 
to all manner of insults, central among them 
the loss of a sense of humor. Once again, Ne-
hamas manages to find Aristotle inadequate: 

“Your sense of humor may well be crucial to 
our friendship, although for Aristotle it is 
an accidental feature of your personality and 
could only lead to a pleasure-philia; the same 
is true of your taste in music, books, clothes, 
and who knows what else.” Although Ne-
hamas sees and laments the modern contrac-
tion of virtue to morality, he fails to appreci-
ate the richness and subtlety of the ancient 
alternative. He seems to have forgotten that 

“wittiness” appears on Aristotle’s short list of 
virtues, and that the philosopher reflects in 
the Nicomachean Ethics (Book IV, chapter 
8) on the delicate balance of humor and tact 
that constitutes “the playfulness of a liberal 
person.”

More significantly, nehamas’s 
interpretation of Art, while psycho-
logically astute, ignores a major is-

sue: the extent to which a friendship is under-
standably (perhaps even rightly) riven by the 
emergence of a foundational divide, like that 
in the play over the value of the contested art. 
Can a postmodernist and a Platonist really 
be friends? It is a question that arises for the 
reader of On Friendship. In trying to separate 

“the good of friendship” from goodness, Ne-
hamas and his heroines, Thelma and Louise, 
have a wrong conception of what friendship 
is, I fear. Although I enjoyed many parts of 
this book, my conclusion—unfriendly though 
it may sound—is that we would do better to 
stick with the old Greeks. This passage from 
Xenophon’s Memorabilia, in which Socrates 
comments on his circle of friends, testifies to 
the genuine alchemy of conversation-based 
friendship: 

“Accordingly, Antiphon, just as another 
is pleased by a good horse or a dog or a 
bird, so I myself am even more pleased 
by good friends, and if I possess some-
thing good I teach it, and I introduce 
them to others from whom, I believe, 
they will receive some benefit with a 
view to virtue. And reading collectively 
with my friends, I go through the trea-
sures of the wise men of old which they 
wrote and left behind in their books; 
and if we see something good, we pick 
it out; and we hold that it is a great 
gain if we become friends with one an-
other.” When I heard these things [says 
Xenophon], I formed the opinion that 
[Socrates] himself was blessed and that 
he led those who heard him to gentle-
manliness (nobility and goodness).
 

Diana Schaub is professor of political science at 
Loyola University Maryland.
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Book Review by Daniel Wiser, Jr.

September Song
Old Age: A Beginner’s Guide, by Michael Kinsley.

Tim Duggan Books, 160 pages, $18

How to Grow Old: Ancient Wisdom for the Second Half of Life, by Marcus Tullius Cicero, translated by Philip Freeman.
Princeton University Press, 216 pages, $16.95

In his 1976 essay, “the ‘me’ decade and 
the Third Great Awakening,” Tom Wolfe 
analyzed an “unprecedented post-World 

War II American development: the luxury, 
enjoyed by so many millions of middling folk, 
of dwelling upon the self.” The postwar eco-
nomic boom afforded Americans of all class-
es, Wolfe wrote, the leisure time and income 
to sculpt their personalities and their very 
selves—a solipsistic enterprise that was pre-
viously reserved for the wealthy. The Esalen 
Institute’s “encounter sessions” for personality 
change, the Scientology movement, psyche-
delic and New Left communes, ecstatic spiri-
tualism and “charismatic Christianity,” femi-
nism, the sexual revolution, “psychological 
consultation”—all were ultimately devoted to 
the study and service of “Me.” 

Not all members of this generation, which 
became known as the baby boomers, were 

hippies and mystics, of course. In fact, only a 
relatively small group were. Many had normal 
middle-class upbringings before they became 
factory workers or business managers. But 
they were all shaped by the Zeitgeist of self-
indulgence and narcissism that the counter-
cultural movement of the 1960s and ’70s em-
bodied—what Wolfe called “the greatest age 
of individualism in American history.” 

Today, boomers, who are generally 
described as being born between the 
years of 1946 and 1964, are approach-

ing retirement and the last third of life. As the 
largest, most affluent age cohort in American 
history, it should come as no surprise that they 
continue to exercise an outsized influence on 
our culture and politics. Consider this year’s 
presidential candidates. Hillary Clinton, a 
boomer, promises to “expand” Social Security 

and Medicare benefits—primary concerns 
for those about to retire—and work toward 

“full equality,” a nod to the culture of self-ex-
pression and liberation incubated by boomers 
in the ’60s and ’70s. Donald Trump, also a 
boomer and a first-rate narcissist, constantly 
invokes nostalgia for a postwar golden age 
when jobs were more plentiful and America 
was respected at home and abroad. He prom-
ises to make America great again. 

That these competing nostalgias on the 
Left and Right ignore the realities and chal-
lenges of 21st-century American life matters 
little. Americans of all generations increas-
ingly view politics the way boomers do: as an 
opportunity to turn selfishly inward, and to 
express one’s anger, anxieties, longings, griev-
ances, and pessimism. Or, as Yuval Levin puts 
it in his brilliant new book, The Fractured 
Republic (reviewed on page 18), “our political, 
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cultural, and economic conversations today 
overflow with the language of decay and cor-
rosion, as if our body politic is itself an aging 
boomer looking back upon his glory days.” 

Though some of these anxieties and frus-
trations are self-indulgent, others are entirely 
reasonable—such as fears about the nation’s 
future, and the future of children and grand-
children—and should not be condemned. 
And given that the influence of boomers ap-
pears to be rising rather than waning as they 
grow older, helping them find joy and peace 
might just begin to heal America’s dysfunc-
tional culture and politics. 

As boomer journalists and writ-
ers prepare for old age, they are natu-
rally devoting ink to the subject. One 

recent example comes from Michael Kinsley, 
the Vanity Fair columnist and founder of Slate. 
Kinsley was diagnosed with Parkinson’s dis-
ease in 1993 when he was in his early forties. 
The premise of his book Old Age: A Beginner’s 
Guide is that, given the similarities between 
symptoms of Parkinson’s and the effects of 
aging (trembling hands, trouble swallowing), 
he feels “like a scout from my generation, sent 
out ahead to experience in my fifties what 
even the healthiest boomers are going to ex-
perience in their sixties, seventies, or eighties.” 

What has Kinsley found on his expedi-
tion? Boomers, like all aging humans before 
them, will experience the basic fears of rejec-
tion, humiliation, failure, pain, and death. He 
recounts how he was offered the editorship 
of the New Yorker in 1998, an offer promptly 
withdrawn after he informed the owner that 
he had Parkinson’s. (Kinsley says he chose 
to believe the owner’s assurance that Parkin-
son’s wasn’t the reason.) Whether they have a 
disease at the time or not, most seniors will 
eventually lose jobs they covet to people who 
are younger or healthier, a signal that “you’re 
over,” as Kinsley puts it. There is the depres-
sion and infantilization that comes with the 
loss of adult privileges like driving and the 
decline of working memory. He notes that, 
among the 79 million boomers, about 28 mil-
lion or one-third are expected to suffer from 
Alzheimer’s or some other form of dementia. 
And, at some point, “we all cross an invisible 
line” when “death becomes a normal part of 
life—a faint dirge in the background that 
gradually gets louder.” 

For a book about such a grim subject, Kin-
sley’s is surprisingly upbeat and jokey. After 
enduring a nine-hour brain surgery to relieve 
his symptoms of Parkinson’s—he had to be 
awake for most of it—his first words are a 
zinger to show that he’s still with it: “Well, 

of course. When you cut taxes, government 
revenues go up. Why couldn’t I see that be-
fore?” Beyond comedy, Old Age: A Beginner’s 
Guide doesn’t offer much guidance to those 
approaching the twilight of life. He disman-
tles the futile competitions among boomers 
for things—“What good are the toys if you’re 
dead?”—and reputation—even prominent 
journalists are “almost immediately forgot-
ten by all” except close friends and family. He 
mentions almost as an afterthought that, “If 
you want to be remembered as a good person, 
then try to be a good person.” But how? 

Kinsley does, however, propose 
one goal for boomers. And it’s a big 
one. To match the sacrifice of the 

Greatest Generation in winning World War 
II, boomers should band together to pay off 
the national debt. He feels that his genera-
tion has been unfairly targeted for running 
up that debt (boomers are the ones who have 
paid for their parents’ Medicare and Social 
Security, he notes) but urges nonetheless 
that they offer a “once-in-a-lifetime parting 
gift to those who follow.” This “gift” would 
be financed by broadening inheritance tax-
es to cover more middle-class boomers and 
introducing more rationing into the health-
care system. 

SOCIALIST CHURCHES
Radical Secularization and the 
 Preservation of the Past in Petrograd 
and Leningrad, 1918–1988

Catriona Kelly
“This is a major contribution to the field; there 
is no similar work.” 
—Karl Qualls, author of From Ruins to Recon-
struction: Urban Identity in Soviet Sevastopol 
after World War II

ISBN 978-0-87580-743-0
440 pp., cloth, $59.00

THE EUROPEANIZED ELITE 
IN RUSSIA, 1762–1825
Public Role and Subjective Self

Edited by Andreas Schönle,  Andrei 
Zorin, and Alexei Evstratov
“This groundbreaking volume offers an 
 effective balance between posing broad 
 questions and analyzing particular examples.” 
—Marcus Levitt, author of The Visual 
Dominant in Eighteenth-Century Russia

ISBN 978-0-87580-747-8
420 pp., paper, $45.00

UNDERGROUND  
PETERSBURG
Radical Populism, Urban Space, 
and the Tactics of Subversion in 
 Reform-Era Russia

Christopher Ely
“Christopher Ely has written a timely, cogent, 
and compelling analysis of political terrorism as 
it emerged and took shape in Russia at the end 
of the 1870s.” 
—Robert Weinberg, Swarthmore College

ISBN 978-0-87580-744-7
324 pp., paper, $39.00 

NEW IN PAPER
POLAND
The First Thousand Years

Patrice M. Dabrowski
“Poland: The First Thousand Years is a major 
achievement, lucidly and engagingly written.” 
—Cosmopolitan Review

ISBN 978-0-87580-756-0
506 pp., paper, $32.00

NEW IN PAPER
A MAN OF SALT AND TREES
The Life of Joy Morton

James Ballowe
“Ballowe gives the reader a life that can 
be touched, encompassed, and which feels 
natural. . . . As one reads the book, Morton’s 
human side is clear and fascinating.”
—Journal of Illinois History

ISBN 978-0-87580-757-7 
318 pp., paper, $22.00
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Democracy
A Case Study
David A. Moss

“This absolutely splendid book is a 
triumph on every level. A first-rate 
history of the United States, it is 
beautifully written, deeply researched, 
and filled with entertaining stories. 
For anyone who wants to see our 
democracy flourish, this is the book 
to read.”   

—Doris Kearns Goodwin
Belknap Press | $35.00

The Poem Is You
60 Contemporary American 
Poems and How to Read Them
Stephen Burt 

“Poet and critic Burt’s ambitious 
anthology of recent poems by 
American authors, from 1981 to 2015, 
creates a coherent body of work 
out of the vast landscape of recent 
American poetry. Burt’s 60 selections 
are eclectic, mingling instantly 
recognizable names (John Ashbery, 
Adrienne Rich) with newer talents 
(Lucia Perillo, Claudia Rankine).”   

—Publishers Weekly
Belknap Press | $27.95   

Karl Marx
Greatness and Illusion
Gareth Stedman Jones

“Stedman Jones’s book is not a 
biography in the unbuttoned 
personal sense . . . It is more a Life-
Times, in which Marx’s physical and 
intellectual travels are recounted 
against a carefully inked-in historical 
background . . . It is a remarkable and 
irreplaceable achievement.”   

— Ferdinand Mount,  
Times Literary Supplement

Belknap Press | $35.00

Tamil
A Biography
David Shulman

Shulman presents a comprehensive 
cultural history of Tamil—language, 
literature, and civilization. Impetuous, 
musical, whimsical, in constant flux, 
Tamil is a living entity, and this is its 
biography.

“Shulman is a priceless advocate of the 
language and its many masterpieces.”

— Steve Donoghue,  
Open Letters Monthly

Belknap Press | $35.00

China’s Crony Capitalism
The Dynamics of Regime Decay
Minxin Pei

“Pei’s book is quietly devastating. In 
sober, restrained language, he exposes 
the full gravity of corruption in China. 
Presenting a wealth of evidence, he 
shows that this is not the unfortunate 
by-product of rapid economic growth 
but the result of strategic choices 
by the party . . .  This book is essential 
reading for anyone who wishes to 
understand China today, or engage 
with it at any level, in any field.”    

—The Economist
$35.00

The Market as God
Harvey Cox

“In this exceptional book, [Harvey 
Cox] turns his attention to economics 
and theology. In 2013, Pope Francis 
remarked in Evangelii Gaudium that 
the environment stands defenseless 
against a ‘deified market.’ With typical 
brilliance, Cox takes up the pope’s 
words and examines in sparkling 
detail the features of the market as a 
religion.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
$26.95 
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In Kinsley’s thinking there seem to be only 
two conceptions of boomers: as aging indi-
viduals who should try to find the humor in 
life as they prepare to endure suffering, or as 
a generational monolith that should fulfill its 
commitment to “peace and love” through one 
last heroic act. There is nothing here about 
boomers’ relations to their families, churches, 
or communities, much less about their indi-
vidual souls. 

For a richer understanding of the 
vital contributions that a society’s elders 
can make, one can turn to Luther Col-

lege Classics professor Philip Freeman, who 
recently completed an excellent new transla-
tion of Cicero’s dialogue on old age, De Senec-
tute—here retitled How to Grow Old: Ancient 
Wisdom for the Second Half of Life—that was 
well-known to American founders like John 
Adams and Thomas Jefferson. 

The first-century B.C. Roman statesman 
and philosopher composed it during a diffi-
cult time both personally and professionally. 
He went through two divorces in quick suc-
cession, his beloved daughter Tullia died, and 
he was forced out of politics in Rome as his 
nemesis Julius Caesar assumed dictatorial 
control. In his early sixties and alone, he could 
have wallowed in self-pity, or even committed 
suicide like his friend Cato the Younger. In-
stead, he threw himself into writing. 

Old age, Cicero believed, offered far more 
advantages than disadvantages. One could 
finally put aside the arduous struggles of 
youth—“lust, ambition, strife, quarreling, 
and other passions”—and return to living 

“within” one’s soul, by which he meant a de-
votion “to knowledge and learning.” Any-
one who failed to recognize this when they 
grew old, and became “morose, anxious, 
ill-tempered, and hard to please,” should 
blame their character, not their age, Cicero 
suggests: “Older people who are reasonable, 
good-tempered, and gracious will bear ag-
ing well. Those who are mean-spirited and 

irritable will be unhappy at every period of 
their lives.” (Cicero speaks in the dialogue, 
according to Freeman, through the voice of 
Cato the Elder who is asked by two younger 
friends what old age is like.) 

There are four main reasons that 
people fear old age, Cicero writes: it 
seemingly deprives us of an active life, 

weakens us, denies us sensual pleasures, and 
brings us closer to death. Addressing each in 
turn, he asserts that great deeds often don’t 
require strength but rather “wisdom, charac-
ter, and sober judgment,” qualities that “grow 
richer as time passes” (members of the Ro-
man Senate were known as senes or “elders”). 
Leaders like the consul Valerius Corvinus 
were happier in old age “since his influence 
was greater and he had fewer responsibilities.” 
The old have ample opportunities to offer 
their wisdom to the less experienced, and yet 
also more time to take up hobbies like farm-
ing that can soothe sorrow and instill disci-
pline (Cato includes a somewhat tedious dis-
quisition on the pleasures of farming). Rather 
than becoming frail, the old can maintain 
strong minds through the “mental gymnastics” 
of reading, thinking, writing, and, in the eve-
ning, going over everything one has done that 
day. And the loss of sexual desire is a blessing, 
not a curse, he insists. “If you don’t long for 
something, you don’t miss it.” 

Death, of course, looms over all of these 
concerns, but even when contemplating it, the 
philosopher is quite cheerful. Either our souls 
are immortal and they happily enter eternity 
when we die, he says, or they are destroyed, and 
then we don’t feel anything. The former belief 
makes him happy, even if it is false, and the 
latter is of no concern. He is decidedly against 
nostalgia. The world will change whether we 
like it or not, and “the past returns no more 
and the future we cannot know.” And yet, “a 
man should live on as long as he is able to ful-
fill his duties and obligations, holding death 
of no account…. Therefore, old people should 

not cling greedily to whatever bit of life they 
have left, nor should they give it up without 
good reason.” 

What, exactly, are these “duties 
and obligations”? This is where 
boomers should really listen up, 

and where Cicero proves most useful. It is 
by fulfilling our generational duties, toward 
those who came before us and those who will 
come after us, that the old achieve personal 
happiness and leave a lasting legacy. In an-
other horticultural metaphor, Cato says that 
the farmer “plants trees for the use of another 
age” and expresses gratitude to “the immor-
tal gods, who have not only handed down to 
me these things from my ancestors but also 
determined that I should pass them on to my 
descendants.” “What responsibility could be 
more honorable,” he asks, then leading the 
young to virtue and “prepar[ing] them for the 
many duties of life”? There is also the pleasure 
of convivium or “living together” with friends 
and neighbors. “[W]hen at home with my 
neighbors,” Cato says in the dialogue, “I join 
them every day for a meal where we talk as 
long into the night as we can about all sorts 
of things.” 

So, for boomers who want to find meaning 
in senescence, prove that your generation is 
not a bunch of geriatric narcissists and nostal-
gists by thinking and acting outside of yourself, 
and teaching your children and grandchildren 
all the wisdom you’ve collected over the years. 
Make your churches and communities better 
not by lamenting their decline, but by joining 
your friends and neighbors in helping those in 
need while you still have the time and energy 
to do so. Instilling and promoting these vir-
tues at the familial and local levels may have 
a “trickle-up” effect, and, even if not in your 
lifetime, produce a better country by better 
statesmen. 

Daniel Wiser, Jr., is an assistant editor of 
National Affairs. 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2016
Page 87

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Horror Show

An old man, long held captive in a 
nightmarish prison, stays alive by kill-
ing weaker prisoners, including his own 

son. When asked how he can do such a thing, 
he says that he does it for food, because “Real 
hunger is when one man regards another man 
as something to eat.” In the same hellish place, 
a group of prisoners are lined up and shot in 
the head. As they fall into the ditch prepared 
for their bodies, other prisoners clamber down 
and grab the shattered skulls, because as one 
later explains, “Human brains are, in fact, so 
tender you can eat them absolutely raw.” 

If I told you these ghastly scenes were from 
the latest episode of The Walking Dead, you 
would have reason to believe me. Now enter-
ing its seventh season on the AMC channel, 
The Walking Dead is adapted from an epony-
mous comic book about a “zombie apocalypse” 
and has the highest Nielsen ratings of any 
cable TV series in history. It may also have 
the most graphic violence. The zombies, or 

“walkers” as they’re called, are humans who 
have died from a mysterious plague that, after 
killing its victims, revives them as mindless 
predators ravenous for living human flesh. 

Every episode of The Walking Dead con-
tains at least two walker attacks, in which the 
lurching, rasping, slavering walkers pursue the 
small number of humans who have survived 
the plague. When the humans are caught, we 
are treated to the hideous sight (and sound) 
of the walkers greedily consuming their bod-
ies. When the humans fight back, we are re-
galed by the equally hideous but presumably 
more reassuring spectacle of walkers being 
destroyed en masse. Enhancing the horror is 
the walkers’ elaborate makeup, which makes 
them look like decaying corpses.

As it happens, the ghastly scenes I began 
with do not come from The Walking Dead. 
Instead, they come from a collection of short 
stories about Auschwitz by the Polish poet 
Tadeusz Borowski. Arrested by the Gestapo 
in the winter of 1943, Borowski spent two 

years in the death camp—where as a young, 
non-Jewish male he was made a Vorarbeiter, or 
low-level functionary performing grim tasks 
like seizing the belongings of arriving Jews, 
and removing dead infants from the vacated 
railway boxcars.

This middling position, below the hated ka-
pos but above the doomed multitude, makes 

The Walking Dead tried in the beginning to 
tell their horror story in a way that was hon-
est and true. And they succeeded, only to see 
their success appropriated by a powerful au-
thority with a heavy investment in telling the 
story in a way that was meretricious and false.

In the vodou religion of Haiti, a zombie 
is a living person who is rendered cataleptic 
by a powerful poison, buried as though dead, 
and then revived to become the soulless slave 
of an evil sorcerer. After the Haitian Revolu-
tion of 1791–1804, in which vodou played a 
significant role, the zombie became a symbol 
of slave revolt and racial “pollution” in North 
American folklore, fiction, and later film. To-
day’s zombies are more likely to be caused 
by science than by sorcery, and the negative 
racial symbolism has faded. So the question 
becomes: what do zombies symbolize today?

The easy answer is “creepy people who are 
not like us.” A more intriguing reply comes 
from Steve Zani and Kevin Meaux, literature 
professors at Lamar University. In an essay 
comparing today’s “zombie narratives” with 
the plague narratives of medieval and mod-
ern Europe, Zani and Meaux argue that both 
evoke a primal fear “that the institutions hold-
ing our culture together, often specifically law, 
family, and belief in the sacred, will break 
down or reveal themselves to be false in the 
face of catastrophe…. [I]t isn’t the specifics 
of an individual breakdown that are essential, 
but rather the very idea of breakdown, the 
dissolution of certainty and meaning.”

In 2010, when The Walking Dead premiered, 
Americans were feeling, if not primal fear, then 
a deep current of anxiety arising from the fi-
nancial crisis; the faltering of U.S. military and 
diplomatic interventions in the Middle East; 
the Wikileaks dumping of classified informa-
tion; and a slew of festering problems long ig-
nored by our political elites: depressed wages, 
joblessness, uncontrolled immigration, drug 
addiction, loss of community, family break-
down, and cultural debasement. When The 

The Walking Dead, developed
by Frank Darabont. AMC

Borowski’s posthumously published book, 
This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen 
(1959), uniquely chilling. As Czesław Miłosz 
expressed it: “In the abundant literature of 
atrocity of the 20th century, one rarely finds 
an account written from the point of view of 
an accessory to the crime.”

After the war, Borowski returned to Po-
land, married his fiancée (who had also been 
in Auschwitz), and saw his work briefly cel-
ebrated by the new Communist regime. But 
then Stalin handed down his diktat that the 
death camps be portrayed in black-and-white 
terms as an ideological struggle between 
heroic Communists and villainous fascists. 
Outwardly conforming, Borowski churned 
out reams of hack literature, hack journal-
ism, and made-to-measure propaganda. But 
inwardly, his only remaining reason for liv-
ing—in his words, “to grasp the true signifi-
cance of the events, things, and people I have 
seen”—was collapsing under the pressure. In 
1951, at the age of 28, he committed suicide.

Fear of Breakdown

It may seem a stretch—okay, it is a 
stretch—to compare a classic of Holo-
caust literature with a cable TV show 

about zombies. But the comparison is apt 
in one sense: like Borowski, the creators of 
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Walking Dead became a hit, it was partly be-
cause (like certain other “hits” in popular cul-
ture) it resonated with the public mood with-
out attempting to address any particular issues. 

During its first two seasons, some hardcore 
fans faulted The Walking Dead for focusing too 
much on the “soap opera,” by which they meant 
the relationships among the human characters. 
This makes sense if one’s taste is limited to hor-
ror movies and ultraviolent videogames. But to 
anyone whose taste extends a bit further, there 
is nothing soap-operatic about the drama that 
unfolds over those first two seasons.

The pilot episode, “Days Gone Bye,” opens 
with Rick Grimes (played by Andrew Lin-
coln), a sheriff ’s deputy in King County, 
Georgia, lying in a coma caused by a gunshot 
wound received in the line of duty. Emerging 
from the coma, Rick finds himself in a world 
transformed by an unknown but catastrophic 
plague. As he begins to explore his surround-
ings, we see in quick succession a hospital that 
is no longer a hospital, a town that is no longer 
a town, and—worst of all—people who are no 
longer people.

Pursued by ravenous walkers, Rick is even-
tually rescued by Morgan Jones (Lennie James), 
a father barricaded with his young son in their 
home. There Rick regains enough strength to 
set off for Atlanta in search of his wife, Lori 
(Sarah Wayne Callies), and son, Carl (Chan-

dler Riggs). After Rick leaves, we get a fore-
taste of what is to come. Retreating to the attic, 
Morgan gazes at a photograph of his wife, then 
takes a gun and begins to shoot walkers out-
side in the street. The noise attracts more walk-
ers, including his dead wife. He aims at her, but 
although she is clearly a zombie who would eat 
her own son if she could, he cannot bring him-
self to pull the trigger.

Ethical Scruples vs. Killer Instincts

Over the course of season 1, rick 
reunites with his family and becomes 
the leader of a small band of human 

survivors that also includes Shane (Jon Bern-
thal), a boyhood friend who was also a sher-
iff ’s deputy serving as Rick’s partner. Season 2 
opens with the band being given refuge on an 
isolated farm by its owner, an elderly veteri-
narian named Hershel (Scott Wilson). Rick 
and Lori use this respite to mend their frayed 
marriage. Lori ends the affair she began with 
Shane when they both believed the comatose 
Rick was dying. And a troubled widow named 
Carol (Melissa McBride) keeps searching for 
her young daughter, Sophia, who ran off dur-
ing a walker attack.

This is the setting for “Pretty Much Dead 
Already,” the extraordinary seventh episode of 
Season 2, which begins with the realization 

that Hershel, the veterinarian who owns the 
farm, is a kind-hearted Christian who wants 
to believe that the walkers can be cured. So he 
has been harboring a score of them—including 
family members and neighbors—in his barn. 
Not only that, but Hershel has been making 
forays into a nearby swamp to rescue walkers 
stuck in the mud and, capturing them with 
snare poles, leading them to safety in his barn.

Hershel’s scheme is madness, because the 
only cure for the walkers’ condition is swift 
destruction of their brains. Rick knows this, 
but he goes along out of gratitude for the 
refuge Hershel has provided—and, it seems, 
out of gladness at learning Lori is pregnant. 
Shane’s reaction is the opposite. Unlike Rick, 
who is high-minded and rational, Shane’s in-
stinct is to shoot first and ask questions later. 
Shane is also feeling humiliated by Lori, who 
in addition to rejecting his advances has just 
told him that, even if he is the father of her 
baby, the baby will be raised by Rick. 

What happens next is stunning. Shane 
summons all the survivors to the barnyard 
and gives them weapons, telling them that 
they must do what is necessary. Then he 
throws open the barn doors. Out stagger the 
walkers, leaving the survivors no choice but to 
start shooting. This is the first time we see the 
humans deliberately exterminating the walk-
ers. Hershel collapses at the sight of his family 
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ing Dead” in the title. It is frequently argued 
that this form of entertainment provides a 
harmless outlet for aggressive impulses, es-
pecially in young males. But having seen how 
material from these games is used in the re-
cruitment efforts of ISIS and other terrorist 
and criminal gangs, I would suggest that the 
jury is still out on this question.

The second marketable ingredient is the 
elimination of moral complexity in the human 
characters. In a 2012 interview, Jon Bernthal, 
the actor who played Shane, commented that 
when Darabont was developing the series, the 
idea was to have

[no] good guys and bad guys, no “heroes 
and villains.” We were really trying to 
make this as authentic and real a piece 
as we could. I think that’s what the draw 
is. It’s a zombie show, but we are not do-
ing it in a campy way, we’re not winking 
at the audience. We’re playing it for real.

Season 3 introduced the first unalloyed 
human villain, a would-be tyrant called “the 
Governor.” Since then, the human villains 
have become increasingly important to the 
plot—and, as noted earlier, increasingly ex-
treme and grotesque. In keeping with the gen-
eral drift of American popular culture, the 
writers and producers seem to be lavishing far 
more imagination and creativity on the bad 
guys than on the good.

For example, Season 4 ends with the good 
human survivors, still led by Rick, arriving at 
a potential sanctuary called Terminus—only 
to be locked in a railway boxcar by their hosts, 
who turn out to be bad human survivors 
who practice cannibalism. Early in Season 5 
there is a scene in which Gareth, the cannibal 
leader, is shown taunting one of the captives, 
a member of Rick’s band called Bob, while 
at the same time chewing on Bob’s severed 
leg, which is being roasted over a fire. As Bob 
writhes in mental and physical agony, Gareth 
delivers what is supposed to be a laugh line: 

“If it makes you feel any better, you taste much 
better than we thought you would.”

Are you laughing, innocent reader? I con-
fess to a grim smile. But consider: are we so 
secure in America right now, both from our 
enemies and from ourselves, that we can smile 
and wink at a popular culture saturated with 
scenes of depravity that could have been taken 
from Auschwitz? There was a time, not long 
ago, when such depictions would have been 
judged too disturbing to show in a public the-
ater, much less stream to billions of televisions, 
computers, and handheld devices around the 
world. That time is past, and our media have 
entered a whole new era. Is it an era of sophis-
ticated, liberated expression? Or does it por-
tend a plague? 
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members and neighbors being mowed down. 
And when the carnage is almost complete, the 
last walker to emerge is Carol’s lost daughter, 
Sophia. Everyone stands paralyzed until Rick 
asserts his leadership by stepping forward and 
shooting the girl.

Throughout this scene, there is a palpable 
sense of a once-solid moral universe dissolv-
ing. Rick and Shane continue to clash for 
the rest of Season 2, and in the penultimate 
episode, Rick finds it necessary to kill his old 
friend and partner. But the act brings scant 
relief, because by then the line between ethi-
cal scruples and killer instincts has become 
blurred in a way that resonates profoundly 
with the unease many Americans are feeling—
not only about our safety in a hostile and tur-
bulent world, but also about our sanity.

The Joy of Shooting

If the walking dead were a novel, play, 
or film, Shane’s death would be the denoue-
ment, leading either to demoralization and 

defeat, or to some kind of stoic acceptance of 
terrible necessity. But here we see the difference 
between a coherent drama with a beginning, 
middle, and end, and an open-ended, money-
making franchise. Having conjured the worri-
some national mood, the higher-ups at AMC 
saw no reason to wrestle with it. Instead, they 
fired Frank Darabont, the veteran filmmaker 
best known for The Shawshank Redemption and 
The Green Mile, who had developed the series. 
And, like Stalin dictating what writers must 
say about Auschwitz (another stretch, I admit), 
they imposed a formula to grow the franchise. 

The formula goes like this: Wandering the 
post-apocalyptic wilderness, the good human sur-
vivors—the heroes—fend off the walkers long 
enough to reach a potential sanctuary, where 
after a brief respite they are attacked by bad 
human survivors—the villains—who, being hu-
man, are much more interesting than the walkers. 
There follows a terrible battle, which the heroes 
win, but at the cost of being once again cast into 
the post-apocalyptic wilderness. 

Rinse and repeat. With each passing sea-
son the violence, and the villains, become 
more extreme. But The Walking Dead does not 
become any better, because although the hu-
man drama has not disappeared altogether, it 
now takes second place to the formula, which 
consists of two highly marketable ingredients. 
The first is the continual, guilt-free killing of 
the walkers, who are now so thoroughly dehu-
manized, the humans think nothing of blow-
ing them away. On occasion, even the most 
heroic survivors seem to derive pleasure from 
these orgies of mass killing.

This is, of course, very similar to the plea-
sure derived from violent first-person-shooter 
videogames, including quite a few with “Walk-
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As Europe Devolves, America Centralizes

One of the certainties of european history is the al-
ternation of unification and dissolution. At the deepest level, 
this reflects the ever-fluent question of government purview, 

whether in geographical extent or granular penetration. Even without 
knowing it, those hostile to nationality are partisans of anarchy, em-
pire, or simply nations on a more intimate scale. There never will be 
an ideal size or reach of government, but only continual adjustment as 
the result of necessity, accident, providence, or force.

The European Continent and for a time even the British Isles have 
been partially unified—by the Romans, Charlemagne, Spain, Aus-
tria, Louis XIV, Napoleon, Hitler, and the European Union. Even if 
they didn’t get very far, the Mongols, Muslims, and Turks gave it the 
college try. And then there was the papacy. The Romans were cham-
pions of endurance, but Napoleon’s stint was as short as he was, the 
empire of the Thousand-Year Reich didn’t make it by 995½ years, and 
the Soviets got only halfway across. 

As it evolved from the European Coal and Steel Community into 
the European Economic Community, and then the Schengenized 

“E.U. plus,” bureaucracy’s pacific conquest of Europe was different, its 
weapons the ballot box, rubber stamp, and pen. Furthermore, other 
than in one civil war, the U.S. had shown that 50 states could unite 
to great advantage.

Why is it, then, with Jean Monnet’s body hardly cool, that Britain 
will leave the E.U., Scotland and Wales lust to devolve, Belgium and 
Italy each strain to break in two, Spain in three, Yugoslavia has shat-
tered, Hungary may either quit or be expelled, Greece is like one’s 
child who ends up a heroin addict in jail, extremist political move-
ments are partying like it’s 1936, and Marine Le Pen wants France 
out? Not even fully consummated, the European Union shows sign 
after sign of impending divorce.

One need not be hostile to the idea of this union to know the es-
sential flaw in its conception, namely the statist assumption that bu-
reaucratic conceit will prevail over geography, history, tradition, and 
individual attachments, preferences, and loyalties. Greek profligacy 
and German prudence cannot sleep in the same bed. Good luck to the 
Frenchman who tells an Englishman how much sugar to put in his tea. 
Rivers, alpine ranges, marshes, and seas have carved into the landscape 
physical barriers that for millennia have shaped the economics, histories, 
and cultures of these disparate nations. Unlike the United States—at 
its founding English in culture and language, with a pressure-relieving 
wilderness to the west—Europe as it united was a densely populated, 
grudge-filled continent with scores of major languages and their dia-
lects. Its peoples had been governed in a hundred different ways, fought 
countless wars, and inherited dozens of philosophical traditions. 

This concoction has always settled into a natural angle of repose only 
to be periodically disturbed by grand designs. But here is the problem 

with such grand designs. If government is a machine applied to every-
thing, then everything becomes a machine—“If you’re not part of the 
solution, you’re part of the problem.” This is where the Left’s dream of 
addressing human needs via a universal mechanism always fails, for it 
takes no account of the soul, the existence of which it denies as it fights 
a losing war against the untidiness of human nature.

Knowledge of this and more was present at the cre-
ation of the E.E.C., but the enormity of the two world wars 
elevated hope over experience. Nor is the union dead. But, 

still, the strength and depth of Europe’s long established cultures 
with their naturally diverging outlooks and interests cannot and 
should not be subsumed in a universal governance ill-equipped to 
understand, let alone guide them. To continue subjecting them to a 
coterie of second-stringers in Brussels and Strasbourg is an exercise 
in imperial sado-masochism.

What can the United States learn from this? Progressive opposition 
to the embedded separation of powers in tripartite government and the 
structure of the electoral college, the Senate, and the states themselves, 
has as its best ally the homogenization of America by mass media, com-
mercial standardization, and headlong administrative expansion. That 
to forge a ruling coalition progressives are engaged in fractionalizing 
the population into as many aggrieved groups as possible does not con-
tradict their urge to centralize. For unlike the states, the elements of 
such a coalition have no enumerated or constitutional powers, and are 
raised or dismissed at will in the winds of propaganda.

Paradoxically, in the days when an American commonly identified 
as a Virginian, a New Yorker, a Californian, etc., the national interest 
was paramount. Now, when the national interest is lost in a sea of iden-
tity politics and contrition, attachment to one’s state (pace Texas) has 
almost vanished. As are all constitutional manifestations of the separa-
tion of powers, the states are becoming less and less a brake upon the 
dangerous ideal of democratic centralism, and as a result we may end 
up in a sadder condition than even a disintegrating Europe.

Our federalism is always in flux due to changing conditions that 
favor different levels of governance. Never was it intended to be en-
tirely static, but with its oscillations dampened by a deliberate bal-
ance of powers, stresses upon it have been successfully contained. 
Now—with federal encroachment upon every province of life, overt 
ideological hostility to American nationhood, and the Balkanization 
of the population into as many manipulable identities as will (until 
no longer needed) serve the progressive agenda—the balance of levels 
of governance, and our felicitous constitutional structure will be so 
subject to stress and attack that, ironically, the wonderful example 
partisans of a united Europe sought to imitate may evolve into the 
kind of bureaucratic tyranny Europe now finds difficult to endure. 
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