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Thomas jefferson defended freedom of the press as 
essential to an informed public, and thus to democracy. “The 
basis of our governments being the opinion of the people,” he 

wrote in 1787, “the very first object should be to keep that right; and 
were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government 
without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should 
not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”

Twenty years later, deep into his second presidential term, his con-
fidence had, well, soured. “Nothing can now be believed which is seen 
in a newspaper,” he wrote in a private letter. “Truth itself becomes 
suspicious by being put into that polluted vehicle…. [T]he man who 
never looks into a newspaper is better informed than he who reads 
them, inasmuch as he who knows nothing is nearer to truth than he 
whose mind is filled with falsehoods and errors.” 

By then Jefferson had been the object of sustained attack by Fed-
eralist Party newspapers for about a decade and a half—including, 
since 1802, lurid accounts of his purported affair with his slave Sally 
Hemings. He lamented wearily to his correspondent “the demoraliz-
ing practice of feeding the public mind habitually on slander, and the 
depravity of taste which this nauseous aliment induces.”

President Trump could sympathize with President Jefferson. 
Few presidents enjoy a charmed relationship with the press. Hence 

complaints about the press’s untruthfulness, bias, and arrogance come 
with the office, no matter how piously a president may believe in the 
First Amendment or how assiduously he may court journalists. Still, 
Trump has given his war against “fake news” a striking prominence, 
waging it in full public view, unremittingly, and con brio. He intends 
to win it, or at least to give as good as he gets, and that itself is unusual. 

Today the press includes not only newspapers but radio and televi-
sion networks, internet sites, and anyone with a cellphone and a Twit-
ter handle. Gone are the days when the three national TV networks 
(along with the New York Times and the Washington Post, who be-
tween them furnished most of the networks’ copy) enjoyed a kind of 
sacerdotal authority in our politics. 

That authority came partly for technological reasons—the limits of 
newspaper distribution and of the broadcast spectrum—and partly for 
ideological ones. Early in the 20th century journalism began to think 
of itself as a profession. In the 19th century most newspapers had been 

outgrowths of political parties. Now the rising spirit was non-partisan, 
independent, and expert, guided by the example of the new social sci-
ences, whether philosophical-historical or more scientific in approach. 
Both recipes came from the same university kitchen, so it was common 
to find enlisted in the same political causes both the earnest, idealistic, 
Progressive social reformers and the cool, scientific social inquirers into 
facts and nothing but the facts (hold the values).

The new journalism, too, grew up thinking of itself as 
liberal and “objective” at the same time. It was objective insofar 
as it separated facts from values: reporting the facts, and rele-

gating the values to the editorial pages. But to be objective or scientific 
in that way was itself a liberal value. Liberals of almost all stripes were 
confident that those separated facts would eventually line up together 
as “history,” a meta-fact confirming their own version of progress and 
hence their own values. Muckraking journalism led naturally to po-
litical reform. The front page and the editorial page were ultimately 
in synch. 

This self-satisfied faith in its own ethics and expertise inspired the 
mid-century media establishment. Although most of the old media 
titans continue to exist, they no longer dwell at the heights; they wade, 
along with many others, through the murky, slow-moving “main-
stream.” To their shock, neither technology nor politics has supported 
their pretensions.

President Trump exploits that vulnerability with his criticism of 
“fake news.” He accuses them not merely of making it up, that is, of get-
ting the facts wrong or concocting “facts” to fit their bias, but also of in-
venting the very standards by which to conceal and justify their abuses: 
the fake authority of “objectivity,” nonpartisanship, and progress. They 
are as partisan as journalists were two centuries ago, but can’t, or won’t, 
admit it, which means they can’t begin to ask how to moderate them-
selves. In truth, they may be as much self-deluded as deluding.

President Jefferson suggested that the newspapers of his day would 
be improved if each issue were divided into four sections, headed 
Truths, Probabilities, Possibilities, and Lies. He predicted that the 
first section would be the shortest. It would be an interesting experi-
ment in our day, too. The First Amendment guarantees the press free-
dom, not respect. That has to be earned.
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Sigmund
Fraud?

Because I treasure my friend-
ship with David Goldman as 
well as the work of Sigmund 
Freud, I’d like to respond to 
the review of Frederick Crews’s 
Freud: The Making of an Illu-
sion (“The Prophet of Ordinary 
Unhappiness,” Spring 2018) by 
recommending some books that 
approach the subject from a dif-
ferent perspective. 

John C. Nemiah’s Foundations 
of Psychopathology demonstrates 
the straightforward relationship 
between the clinical evidence en-
countered in analysis and the the-
oretical constructs that organize 
the evidence. The theoretical con-
structs are commonsensical, even 
self-evident, in light of the clinical 
evidence. 

In The Self in Transforma-
tion: Psychoanalysis, Philosophy 
and the Life of the Spirit, Herbert 
Fingarette examines the stages 
of life with subtle brilliance and 
philosophical sophistication. You 
might consider reading it simply 
to determine whether you have 
any interest in psychoanalysis. 

Erik H. Erikson’s Insight and 
Responsibility is a collection of 
lectures on the ethical implica-
tions of psychoanalytic insight by 
an analyst and teacher who, as a 
young man and before he decided 
to become a psychoanalyst, came 
to know Freud in a social setting. 
It will give you a very different 
portrait of Freud than the one of-
fered by Crews. 

Robert Curry
Encinitas, CA

Thankfully, nothing in Fred-
erick Crews’s book, nor in David 
Goldman’s review, changes the 
fact that “the talking cure” has 
worked well for some fortunate 
souls, including me.

Diagnosed with manic depres-
sion in early adulthood, I was 
helped by bio-psychiatrists for 
about 15 years, with some dread 
side effects. In my mid-30s I 
sought out better care, choosing 
four years of “modern analysis” 
based on the work of Freud and 
Jung and their associates, which 
by uncovering the origins of my 
condition gradually cured me of 
most of my sufferings. I contin-
ued with a second analyst to iron 
out some of the wrinkles—first 
you’re cured, then you’re healed.

Psychoanalysis is not a pana-
cea, but it changed my life de-
cidedly for the better. I wouldn’t 
be surprised to find others with 
similar experiences. Goldman’s 
breathless summary of Crews’s 
voluminous indictment wants to 
see Dr. Freud not just debunked 
but also indecently buried.

Name Withheld by Request 
Philadelphia, PA

Poor David Goldman and 
Frederick Crews, ignorant of psy-
choanalysis and blaming all the 
woes of society on the man who 
charted the unconscious. The 

American Psychoanalytic Asso-
ciation should fund a year of free 
sessions for these two. Can you 
imagine the results?

Norman Rosenblood
Hamilton, Ontario

Canada

David P. Goldman replies:

By no means do I question 
the personal experience of indi-
viduals who have benefited from 
psychoanalysis. The fact remains 
that such positive outcomes are 
exceptional. The decline of psy-
choanalysis has been so precipi-
tous as to indicate that few pa-
tients have obtained such benefits. 
As Dr. Joel Paris wrote in 2017 in 
the Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, 

“psychoanalysis has been margin-
alized and is struggling to survive 
in a hostile academic and clinical 
environment.” In 2015 the Amer-
ican Psychoanalytic Association 
reported that the average age of 
its members was 66, and that the 
average number of patients per 
analyst was only 2.75. One would 
expect a scientifically-grounded 
theory and practice to do better. 

Victory in
Vietnam

Mackubin Owens decries the 
fact that the “patriotism” of those 
who fought and sometimes died 
in Vietnam was not sufficiently 
acknowledged and praised (“The 
Vietnam War Revisited,” Spring 
2018). Undoubtedly many of those 
who fought and died in Vietnam 
were very patriotic—perhaps over-
ly so. Their misplaced, naïve pa-
triotism shows that good concepts 
can be taken to harmful extremes.

Owens covers well-trodden 
ground when he reiterates vir-
tually all the various reasons 

given as to why America lost 
in Vietnam: cowardly political 
leadership, fractured military 
strategy, distorted media cover-
age, a lack of national will, ad 
infinitum. Furthermore, he goes 
on to assert without any real evi-
dence that we were much closer 
to victory after 1968 than was 
ever acknowledged. Does he re-
ally think the South could have 
effectively held off the PAVN 
indefinitely without continued 
American presence and support? 
Had Owens’s scenario panned 
out, we would now have another 
divided nation with a militaris-
tic and antagonistic North pre-
senting an existential threat to 
an American client state in the 
South—as in Korea.

Does Owens’s rehashing of a 
conflict settled almost 45 years 
ago accomplish any useful pur-
pose? Vietnam threatens no one 
militarily and is now one of our 
biggest trading partners. Capi-
talism, although small in scale, 
is alive and well there, and the 
average person’s quality of life is 
gradually improving. We should 
be grateful that the Vietnamese 
people living in both the coun-
try’s north and the south have 
been so resilient in spite of the 
incredible terror and destruction 
visited upon them in what was, 
in hindsight, an unnecessary war 
based on faulty logic and unwar-
ranted fears.

Lou Candell
Williamsburg, VA

Mackubin Thomas Owens replies:

Mr. Candell is entitled to his 
opinion regarding the Vietnam 
war, but his real beef is with the 
historians I cite. I have many 
problems with the Ken Burns 
series, but the main one I noted 
was that it entirely ignored the 
arguments of serious historians 
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who have called the standard 
narrative into question. 

And I have to laugh when I 
read the complaint that I am “re-
hashing…a conflict settled almost 
45 years ago.” Well, that’s what 
historians do, you know. I have 
written widely on the Civil War, 
and historians are still rehashing 
that conflict. Candell’s unspoken 
premise is that we were predes-
tined to lose in Vietnam. That is 
no more true than the belief that 
the Allies were predestined to 
win World War II. 

 Wars are complex, and out-
comes depend on a variety of 
factors, not only material but 
also moral. War is the interplay 
of chance and uncertainty. Stra-
tegic excellence plays a role, but 
so does fortune. I and the his-
torians I cite observe that the 
outcome in Vietnam could have 
been different than it was. The 
United States could have made 
better strategic and operational 
decisions. But that is true of ev-
ery conflict in history. 

Honoring the
Veterans

I appreciate Catesby Leigh’s 
sympathetic treatment of me 
and my book, Creating the Viet-
nam Veterans Memorial, in his 
essay “These Honored Dead” 
(Spring 2018). I also agree with 
him that my book did not “offer 
much insight into the project’s 
artistic and cultural ramifica-
tions.” My purpose was to relate 
something I knew: how a group 
of self-selected laymen, with 
slight experience, created an ac-
claimed work of public art. The 
assessment of cultural ramifica-
tions is best left to experts, like 
Mr. Leigh.

Perhaps the gap between his 
reality and mine derives from 
how public monuments are now 
initiated and funded in the Unit-

ed States: by private non-profits 
responsible for raising their own 
funds from private sources. In 
our case the initiators were pri-
marily motivated by the cause 
of honoring the veterans, so the 
monument’s cultural ramifica-
tions hardly entered our think-
ing. The anonymous design 
competition, though eminently 
fair, further served to distance 
the originators from the creators’ 
aesthetic senses. 

I would have valued having 
someone like Catesby Leigh to 
advise us early on, but no one 
volunteered. Perhaps there could 
be a way for the initiators of 
these projects to connect much 
earlier with those who interpret 
their meanings, in order to im-
prove the resulting creations. 

Robert W. Doubek
Washington, D.C.

Catesby Leigh is right that 
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
deserves an important place on 
the National Mall, not least be-
cause of what Angelo Codevilla 
sketches (“On the Natural Law 
of War and Peace”) and Macku-
bin Thomas Owens clarifies in 
the same issue. The Memorial 
makes visible a failure that is its 
counterpart in architecture. 

The memorial’s gash in the 
great American Common pres-
ents an anticlassical, anti-tradi-
tional structure that is a superb, 
even sublime, and fitting expres-
sion of the war’s cost. The Viet-
nam war offered nothing to cele-
brate, and nothing in the memo-
rial suggests celebration—only 
the absence of the good.

From the beginning, Ameri-
ca’s public buildings have reflect-
ed something of our democratic 
republic’s axioms. But when the 
National Museum of Ameri-
can History opened in 1964 an 
assault on the Mall succeeded, 
and its victors continue to hold 
ground. They even fortified it 

in 1974 when the pillbox of the 
Hirshhorn Museum positioned 
itself to fire at the National Gal-
lery. Ever since—the World War 
II Memorial to the contrary 
notwithstanding—the Mall has 
been claimed by those who want 
to shout their particularity rath-
er than join in celebrating their 
contribution to America. 

We can hope that when we 
recover the principles of natural 
law in our civil conduct we will 
also recover the architecture that 
can serve and celebrate it. 

Carroll William Westfall 
University of Notre Dame

Notre Dame, IN

Catesby Leigh replies:
 
Mr. Doubek’s reference to the 
challenge posed by private fund-
ing is especially poignant when 
Uncle Sam is bearing the brunt of 
the enormous expense for Frank 
Gehry’s ridiculously over-scaled, 
grossly self-indulgent, and thor-
oughly unpopular theme-park 
design for a memorial to Dwight 
D. Eisenhower in Washington's 
monumental core. As for the 
comments from my esteemed 
friend Bill Westfall, I would like 
to remind him of the redemptive 
dimension that is so vitally impor-
tant to memorial design. One of 
these days the United States will 
commemorate the service ren-
dered by our armed forces in Iraq. 
It may well be that a great many 
Americans will always regard the 
invasion and occupation of that 
country as a terrible mistake. But 
no sensible person could fail to be 
moved by the courageous resolve 
American soldiers displayed un-
der extreme duress. Such valor 
will need to find its monumental 
echo, and it will be a daunting ar-
tistic task to evoke it in an appro-
priate manner. Let’s be wary, in 
other words, of thinking of a war 
memorial as appropriately signi-
fying “the absence of the good.”
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Will the Real Authoritarian Please Stand Up?
Essay by Michael Anton

Claremont review of books
Volume XVIII , Number 3 , Summer 2018

One of the nice things about a 
core curriculum—sadly disappear-
ing from most of higher education—

is that it forces you to read books you would 
otherwise have skipped. Although this can be 
painful in the moment, it often pays off in un-
expected ways.

Sigmund Freud is not a writer I would 
have picked up had he not been assigned. But 
I’m glad he was. The older I get, and the more 
of the Left I see, the more useful becomes 
Freud’s concept of “projection,” an uncon-
scious defense mechanism that protects the 
ego from guilt or anxiety. It has amazing ex-
planatory power and can help one make sense 
of a trove of recent books by left-wing writers, 
and one disgruntled former conservative, that 
blame Donald Trump for “authoritarianism” 
in American politics.

Fake Science

The mid-20th-century creators of 
the concept of “authoritarianism” ap-
pear to have cooked their books. In the 

pathbreaking work The Authoritarian Person-
ality (1950), the authors—including German 
sociologist Theodor Adorno, one of the lead-
ing lights of the Frankfurt School—created 

four “scales” measuring anti-Semitism, eth-
nocentrism, political and economic conser-
vatism, and fascism. All of these indicators, 
they alleged, do not merely correlate highly, 
they are inherently connected. If you score 
high on the scale for one trait, you almost 
certainly score high on them all. Thus were 
the hitherto respectable—even fundamen-
tally American—tenets of conservatism, and 
also the inborn and inexpungable passion of 
love of one’s own, now “scientifically” linked 
to anti-Semitism and fascism. Which is to say, 
to Auschwitz.

Coming in 1950, this was explosive stuff. 
The Left naturally intuited that here was the 
perfect moment to forever tar the Right with 
Nazism.

Nor was that all. The traits that place one 
on the “F-scale” (for fascist) include conven-
tionalism, aggression, submission (hard to see 
how these go together, but let’s forge on), su-
perstition, predilection for stereotypes, wor-
ship of power and “toughness,” destructive-
ness, cynicism, a propensity for projection, 
and—channeling Freud while anticipating 
the ’60s—sexual hang-ups. All of which the 
authors identified as mental disorders. Con-
servatives were not only proto-fascists, but 
also borderline insane.

The whole apparatus is a high-toned an-
cestor of those clickbait articles on pop-left-
wing websites with headlines like “Study 
Shows: Conservatives Meaner than Liberals” 
or “Red State Average IQs 10 Points Lower 
than Blue.” Which is exactly what it is: “sci-
ence” twisted to serve and popularize leftist 
political ends.

What Harvard’s Nathan Glazer said of 
the original study—“the authors of The Au-
thoritarian Personality seem quite oblivious to 
authoritarianism on the political left, and so 
set a precedent for studying authoritarianism 
without need for unpleasant self-examina-
tion”—may not be true to the letter of these 
present-day updates. Hugo Chavez, for exam-
ple, is a sometime target. But it is true to their 
spirit. One gets the sense that Chavez and 
other leftists, such as Greece’s Alexis Tsipras, 
are included not to demonstrate genuine be-
lief that authoritarianism cuts both ways, but 
as inoculations against charges of left-wing 
bias. How can that be, when I criticize Chavez 
on pages 16-19?

These new exposés on the threats to de-
mocracy have the same dry social science-y 
surfaces that obscure (if not exactly conceal) 
polemical cores. President Trump’s name ap-
pears in the title of only one, David Frum’s, 
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but he is the real subject of all six. Their pur-
pose—with perhaps one-and-a-half excep-
tions—is, like The Authoritarian Personality, 
to clothe polemic in scholarly robes, this time 
to make Trump’s legion of haters feel more 
high-minded about their rage, but mostly to 
misuse “science” to categorize Trump as “au-
thoritarian.” The finding being “scientific,” it 
is therefore irrefutable and not subject to de-
bate. “Authoritarianism” being beyond the 
pale, thus so is Trump and all he represents.

Which Side?

What, according to the authors 
reviewed here, is authoritarianism? 
They all attempt definitions, which 

are more or less similar. We may therefore 
take one as representative. The authoritarian, 
say Harvard government professors Steven 
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt in How Democra-
cies Die,

1) Rejects, in words or action, the demo-
cratic rules of the game, 2) denies the 
legitimacy of opponents, 3) tolerates or 
encourages violence, or 4) indicates a 
willingness to curtail the civil liberties 
of opponents, including the media.

These traits are supposed to transcend the po-
litical spectrum. Yet aside from a few leftward 
jabs, the authors—not just Levitsky and Zi-
blatt but of all of these books—ascribe them 
almost entirely to the Right.

But in recent years who, really, has rejected 
the hallowed democratic rules of the game? 
It was not conservatives who insisted on the 
modern, centralized administrative state 
whose unelected apparatchiks rule by distant 
undemocratic fiat. Nor was it the Right that, 
throughout the West, sought to further out-
source sovereignty and decision-making pow-
er to transnational bodies.

Who is it, really, who denies the legiti-
macy of their political opponents? These 
books were written before the Left recently 
went into overdrive, heckling and surround-
ing their opponents in public, at restaurants, 
even outside their own homes. But that is 
no excuse. Do the authors not remember 
the Left’s persistent effort to delegitimize 
George W. Bush as “president-select” and 

“not my president”? They point to Donald 
Trump’s comments before the 2016 elec-
tion that he might not recognize the result, 
as if this settles the question. Why should 
any candidate pledge to recognize a result 
in advance, before he, she, or anyone else 
could possibly know if there were any irregu-
larities? Especially since, despite the authors’ 

handwaving, such irregularities are all too 
frequent in our system. They point to the 
scarcity of proved cases, ignoring the reason: 
leftist and left-allied authorities show little 
to no inclination to investigate, much less 
solve, the problem.

Who, really, tolerates, encourages, and 
commits political violence? One can—as the 
authors of course do—point to certain in-
flammatory things candidate Trump said on 

ern Poverty Law Center might to find brown-
shirts around every corner, there is no conser-
vative equivalent of Antifa. 

Who today indicates a willingness to cur-
tail the civil liberties of opponents, including 
the media? Again, President Trump has said 
some ill-advised things on this score. But most 
of our authors acknowledge, quietly, that he 
hasn’t actually acted on any of it. Meanwhile, 
the Left openly argues against, and sometimes 
actively disrupts, their opponents’ right to as-
semble. Which side argues openly for curtail-
ing the right to freedom of speech—but only 
for their opponents? Which side is allied with 
mega-monopolies that use or threaten to use 
their outsize media power to restrict their ad-
versaries’ discourse?

Out of Bounds

In the people vs. democracy, yascha 
Mounk, another Harvard government 
professor, appeals to the late political sci-

entist Robert Dahl to define the essence of 
“democracy.” The first three elements—free 
elections, full suffrage, and protection of civil 
liberties—are fine as far as they go. But the 
fourth criterion is “[t]he absence of nonelected 
‘tutelary’ authorities (e.g.[,] militaries, monar-
chies, or religious bodies) that limit elected 
officials’ power to govern.” Notice anything 
missing there? Can you think of any other 

“nonelected ‘tutelary’ authority,” powerful to-
day, that might belong on that list? That is, if 
it were actually “absent”?

It gets worse. Levitsky and Ziblatt write 
in praise of “[o]ur Constitution, our national 
creed of freedom and equality, our histori-
cally robust middle class, our high levels of 
wealth and education, and our large, diversi-
fied private sector.” Remind me: was it liberals 
or conservatives who spent the last, oh, 125 
years complaining that the Constitution was 
flawed from the beginning, hopelessly com-
promised by selfishness and racism and much 
else, outmoded and in dire need of modern-
ization by judicial fiat? Was it the Left or the 
Right who gradually eroded our freedoms 
through tangles of needless rules and regula-
tions? Was it the Left or the Right who called 
equality a fraud unless government could 
somehow ensure equality of outcome? Was it 
the Left or the Right who trivialized our edu-
cation system? Was it the Left or the Right 
who consistently denounced wealth as soul-
killingly bourgeois and attacked the private 
sector at every turn?

“All these,” Levitsky and Ziblatt continue, 
“should inoculate us from the kind of demo-
cratic breakdown that has occurred else-
where.” But they haven’t. Because of Trump. 
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the trail. Yet during his rallies, when things 
got out of hand, far more often than not it 
was anti-Trump “protesters” who initiated or 
provoked violence. And that’s to say nothing 
of the rallies that were not able to take place 
because protesters prevented them through 
violence or threats of violence. It’s also to say 
nothing of the many instances of anti-speech 
violence on campuses around the country, all 
of it initiated by the Left. Try as the South-



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2018
Page 10

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

And because of the allegedly ugly sentiments 
that led to Trump.

All six books purport to give some credence 
to those sentiments. But most do so in the tone 
one takes with a crazy person to whom one 
must make a few apparent concessions to keep 
him from striking you in a rage. Yes, work-
ing and middle-class wages have stagnated or 
fallen. Yes, inequality has skyrocketed. Perhaps 
trade policy has gutted whole industries and 
communities. Maybe mass immigration has 
been more disruptive than elites anticipated 
(but let’s not take this one too far).

All of that, however, was for the greater 
good and, in any case, inevitable. The elites 
are doing the best they can in a world that’s 
more complex than ever. It’s not fair to blame 
them for broad trends over which they have 
no control. Their decisions have lifted mil-
lions around the globe up from poverty and 
spread progressive ideas and practices into be-
nighted backwaters. If, in the process, whole 
regions of their own countries have been im-
poverished, communities uprooted, traditions 
bulldozed—well, that couldn’t be helped. 
Sure, they might have done things differently 
around the margins. But in the main, they 
made the right decisions, the only ones that 
could have been made. Who are you to judge, 
anyway? What’s your credential?

There you have the general tenor.
The core purpose of these books is to rule 

certain topics out of bounds for legitimate 
debate. That is to say, to assert claims of ex-
pertise over fundamentally political questions. 
Nothing to vote on here, folks; move along. 
In this, they are simply the latest entrants 
in a genre: water-carrying books arguing co-
vertly for administrative rule. Hence popular 
objections to, say, one-sided trade deals are 
dismissed and denounced as “populist” or 
worse—anything but democratic reactions to 
elite excess.

It’s irritating enough to have to read inher-
ently anti-democratic arguments in books 
ostensibly lamenting the rapidly approach-
ing end of democracy (at Trump’s hands, of 
course). The books’ incoherence—or if one 
wishes to be less charitable, dishonesty—
compounds the irritation. The authors, for 
obvious reasons, do not wish to admit what 
they are really up to. Perhaps some of them 
don’t even quite realize it. Projecting one’s 
own unacceptable thoughts and motives onto 
others is an unconscious coping strategy, af-
ter all, according to Dr. Freud. But the fun-
damental contradiction of denouncing as 
anti-democratic attempts to move politics in 
a popular direction through voting is always 
lurking right at the surface.

All Warts

The way the authors try to square 
that circle is to allege a litany of 
Trumpian evils. No author is more re-

lentless on this score than David Frum whose 
Trumpocracy does not pretend to be anything 
more than it is: an anti-Trump screed. Frum 
stacks the deck like a criminal prosecutor. 
The book reads like one of those bestsellers by 
conservative media superstars whom Frum no 
doubt despises.

I say that without rancor. I know Frum, 
or used to, and long respected his judg-
ment. His past work—especially Dead Right 
(1994) and How We Got Here (2000)—is 
outstanding. He is one of the few George 
W. Bush Administration officials to attempt 
an honest reckoning with what they (we) got 
wrong. And, crucially, he has long been one 
of the few voices on the Right to speak out 
on the downsides of mass immigration and 
globalization.

cations staffers, Hope Hicks and Dan Sca-
vino, were there compounds the insult. Yet 
Frum neglects to mention (or perhaps does 
not know) that they too are Catholic, which 
would seem to undermine his purpose for 
the anecdote. In fact, as in all visits to foreign 
capitals, the delegation size was pre-negotiat-
ed and kept small at the request of the Holy 
See. Members were determined mostly by se-
niority. Despite being quite senior, Spicer just 
missed the cut. He was disappointed but not 
insulted, understanding that such is the na-
ture of presidential travel.

Frum, a former White House aide, ought 
to understand this, too. Either he does not, in 
which case more reporting was necessary to 
make this a better book, or he does, which 
would illustrate the tendentious nature of the 
whole enterprise. I dwell on this seemingly 
minor point to make a larger one. In every 
instance where Frum treats an event with 
which I am directly familiar (there are at least 
a dozen), he gets it wrong—always and only 
in one direction: to paint Trump in the worst 
possible light.

Frum is no more convincing on his litany 
of larger crimes. A chapter rather grandiosely 
entitled “Plunder” establishes no such thing 
but merely strings together vague, uncon-
nected insinuations. He asserts that “a Presi-
dent beholden to Russia had been installed in 
the Oval Office: the most successful foreign 
espionage attempt against the United States 
in the nation’s history” but offers no more or 
better evidence for this absurd charge than 
does special counsel Robert Mueller. It is fun-
damentally unserious to cite, as Frum does, 
$100,000 spent on Facebook ads or even 
$400,000 per month for a Russian troll farm, 
considering that Hillary Clinton’s campaign 
alone spent $768 million on her failed bid for 
the White House.

The book doesn’t improve when he turns 
to analysis. Like the authors of all the other 
titles, he is horrified by Poland’s recent na-
tionalistic turn. He blasts the Polish presi-
dent for standing up for Trump, and Trump 
for standing up for him. Yet Frum—also like 
all the other authors—is unabashedly pro-
NATO. He does not pause to consider why 
it is that a “Russia-compromised president 
of the United States” would stand up in sup-
port of Poland against its ancient archenemy, 
which happens to be led by Trump’s alleged 
handler, Vladimir Putin. His method is sim-
ply to cram as many anti-Trump points be-
tween two covers as he can, and assume that 
readers won’t notice or care about the contra-
dictions. Given who I suspect is buying this 
book, he’s probably right.

You’d expect him, then, to give the presi-
dent some credit. Paint me, warts and all, 
Oliver Cromwell is said to have instructed 
his portraitist. Frum’s is a portrait only of 
warts—mostly imagined. Where is the harsh 
language for all those conventional pols who 
not only didn’t address but worsened all the 
problems that Frum clearly saw long ago?

There are many simple errors, too, which 
evince hasty composition and/or lax editing 
(Elaine Chao is not the Labor secretary, Keith 
Kellogg was never a deputy national security 
advisor, and press secretary Sean Spicer never 
stood in front of the Great Seal of the United 
States); and something worse, which to dem-
onstrate requires a bit of belaboring. Frum 
builds his case mostly anecdotally, cherry 
picking news accounts and then interpreting 
them beyond the facts available. For example, 
he cites as evidence of Trump’s cruelty (or of 
some vice, it’s not clear which) the fact that 
Spicer, a Catholic, was not in the delegation 
that accompanied the First Couple to the 
Vatican. The fact that two other Communi-

The Left frets
about the end of 
democracy when
they have spent
so much effort 
undermining it.
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THE GRAND DUKE 
FROM BOYS RANCH
Bill Sarpalius
Foreword by Bill Hobby
As a boy in Houston, Bill Sarpalius, his brothers, and their mother 
lived an itinerant life. In an act of desperation, his mother handed 
her three sons over to Cal Farley’s Boys Ranch north of Amarillo. 
Life at Boys Ranch had its own set of harrowing challenges. He 
became involved in Future Farmers of America and discovered a 
talent for public speaking, later serving in the Texas State Senate 
and the United States Congress. The Grand Duke from Boys Ranch 
is a unique political memoir—the story of a life full of unlikely 
paths that is at once heartbreaking and inspirational.
336 pp. 50 b&w photos. Index. $34.95
 

DANGER 79ER
The Life and Times of Lieutenant General 
James F. Hollingsworth
James H. Willbanks
Historian James H. Willbanks tells the remarkable story 
of Lt. Gen. James F. Hollingsworth, a three-time recipient 
of the Distinguished Service Cross along with four Silver 
Stars, six Purple Hearts, and a host of additional medals and 
commendations. His career spanned wars both cold and hot, 
and throughout, “Holly” was a hard-charging, hands-on soldier 
who could be irreverent and brash but always “led from the 
front.” Danger 79er provides a compelling and inspiring read as it 
recounts the exciting story of one of the most decorated soldiers 
in the history of the US Army.
256 pp. 24 b&w photos. 8 maps. 2 appendixes. Bib. Index. 
$32.00 cloth

THE VETERANS CEMETERIES
OF TEXAS
Michael Lee Lanning
US Army veteran Michael Lee Lanning recounts the stories of 
these ten official final resting places for Texas veterans, creating—
for the first time—a complete guide to these solemn bivouacs of 
the dead. The Veterans Cemeteries of Texas is a gripping tribute to 
past, present, and future Texas veterans and the solemn places 
where they rest in their last formation and final parade.
188 pp. 114 color photos. 10 maps. 2 tables. 7 appendixes. Bib. 
Index. $29.95
 
“Michael Lee Lanning brings us a unique and 
compelling history, thoughtful and appropriately 
reverent. The appendix on eligibility, polices, and 
regulations are particularly invaluable for any Texas 
veteran.”—Colonel (Ret.) Thomas T. Smith, author of 
The Old Army in Texas: A Research Guide to the US 
Army in Nineteenth-Century Texas and The US Army 
and the Texas Frontier Economy, 1845—1900

EXILED
The Last Days of Sam Houston
Ron Rozelle
This masterful biographical portrait lingers on Houston’s final 
years, especially as lived out in Huntsville, when so much of 
his life’s work seemed on the verge of coming undone. Artfully 
written by Ron Rozelle for the general reader, Exiled: The Last 
Days of Sam Houston is a compelling look at Sam Houston’s legacy 
and twilight years.
232 pp. 12 b&w photos. Bib. Index. $29.95 cloth
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Our Tech Overlords

The titles, theses, and themes of 
three and a third of these books are 
all so similar that they may as well be 

the same book—like those unfortunate Hol-
lywood movies treating the same historical 
event or public domain text, all being pro-
duced at the same time.

I say “a third” in deference to David Run-
ciman, a Cambridge politics professor who 
gives three reasons for How Democracy Ends: 
coups, catastrophes, and technological take-
over. Runciman mostly vents his anti-Trump 
spleen in the first part, which is more or less of 
a piece with the other books. After that, his 
book improves considerably. Part two is an 
unacknowledged (or unwitting) restatement 
of the classical teaching on “periodic cata-
clysms,” as Leo Strauss called them, though 
not therefore uninteresting. Part three ex-
plores another classical theme, “the danger 
that man’s inventions might become his 
masters and his destroyers” (again borrow-
ing Strauss’s phrasing here). In other words, 
the danger is not to democracy but to man 
himself. Because most on the center-Left are 
uncritical admirers of high-tech, it’s refresh-
ing to read Runciman’s fears. Yet those fears 

both go too far and not far enough. Runci-
man gives a little too much credit to our tech 
overlords’ good intentions. I agree with him 
that their intentions for their inventions are 
(mostly) good. But their intentions for them-
selves and their companies are very, very 
bad—Nietzschean, you might say. Listening 
to a tech oligarch discuss his and his (few) 
peers’ place in the coming order can tempt 
one to reevaluate the Jacobins.

But nature will have her say—through 
cataclysm if nothing else—and despite centu-
ries of attempted conquest, she still outguns 
us and, I expect, always will. The natural cur-
rents of politics will go on, not perhaps exactly 
as before, but similar in the main. Runciman 
gives Big Tech too much credit as an unstop-
pable force, in part because he is the only one 
among these writers whose work doesn’t pre-
suppose that democracy is the best—the only 
just—regime. He senses that democracy is 
dying, wants something decent to come next, 
and hopes that tech—properly tamed—can 
help provide it. His book is thus less an alarm 
bell than a plea.

Whereas the main purpose of the others 
is not to explain how democracies die but to 
blame the Right for killing democracy. Except 
we know how democracy ends, and that’s not 

how. Classical political philosophy and the ex-
ample of history teach that all regimes, if al-
lowed to continue their natural course—that 
is, absent cataclysm or conquest—are felled 
by the inevitable radicalization of their core 
principle. 

Democracy, then, falls when its core princi-
ples of liberty and equality are perverted into 
license and levelling. Is that not a far more apt 
description of the decline of the West than 
any tired assertion that we are headed back 
to the 1930s? And which side of the political 
spectrum has aided and abetted ever-increas-
ing license and levelling?

Here it’s necessary to note another bit of 
endemic confusion in these books. They can’t 
seem to decide if the essence of “democracy” 
is unmediated popular rule, as it was for the 
ancients, or the appendages attached in mod-
ern times to make democracy “liberal,” such 
as the protection of minority rights. The 
American Founders are by turns blamed for 
being anti-democratic and praised for being 
farsighted in understanding that democracy 
requires “guardrails.” Unmediated popular 
rule is apparently good when it overcomes 
constitutional barriers erected to serve the 
class interests of the squirearchy, but bad 
when attributed to Donald Trump.
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question for us is: how might Western repre-
sentative republicanism end?

France, which has endured more tumult 
than any other First World nation—includ-
ing a near-death experience only 50 years 
ago—would have been a fruitful topic for 
sustained historical examination. But, apart 
from Runciman’s brief treatment of the Alge-
ria crisis that brought Charles de Gaulle back 
to power after a 12-year absence, none is pro-
vided. There is plenty of criticism for contem-
porary France, whose populist rumblings and 
increasing skepticism of further immigration 
Mounk, especially, finds intolerable.

All the authors express pointed disdain for 
present-day Poland and Hungary. Every de-
viation from supposed Western democratic 
norms is taken to be inexcusable backsliding. 
But isn’t it more plausible to see these countries 
as standing up for their peoples, cultures, and 
traditions in the face of meddling by undemo-
cratic busybodies who don’t have their best in-
terests at heart, but rather seek to homogenize 
them into a globalized mass ruled centrally 
from afar? Hungary in particular is standing 
up not just for Hungary but for the supposed 
notion that the European Union is a union of 
Europeans, whose common border Hungary 
wishes to defend not just for itself but for the 

whole union. For this affront, Hungary is cas-
tigated by Brussels, by elite opinion throughout 
Europe, and by our authors.

Mounk in particular holds “multiethnic 
democracy” to be the highest good:

The promise of multiethnic democ-
racy, in which members of any creed 
or color are regarded as true equals, is 
nonnegotiable. Difficult though it may 
be for countries with a deeply mono-
ethnic conception of themselves to em-
brace newcomers and minorities, such a 
transformation is the only realistic al-
ternative to tyranny and civil strife.

Really? The “only” realistic alternative? 
How about rational immigration policies that 
put the interest of existing citizens first? The 
demands of “multiethnic democracy” may be 

“nonnegotiable” in countries that are already 
multiethnic. These ukases do not in any way 
require the ongoing “diversification” of na-
tions against their peoples’ wishes. Yet this 
latter view is so baked into current elite think-
ing, it never even occurs to Mounk or anyone 
else to make a case for it. Nor does the inher-
ently anti-democratic nature of the demand—
diversify whether you like it or not—stop to 

The inside story as told by 
Penceʼs closest confidants—
and his harshest critics.

“Neal sticks to the facts, yet 
in a way that yields insights 
and perspective.” 

—Indianapolis Star
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conflicts, and ISIS, the 
Middle East is unstable, and 
the Iranian nuclear deal is 
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must read to help understand 
the implications and future of 
a nuclear Iran.
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all three.”
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Apples and Oranges

The problems with these volumes 
compound apace. What the authors 
profess to be most worried about is 

one-man rule. Many of the examples they 
provide are technically accurate but inapt. 
Coups in countries that have never experi-
enced stable republican rule—even if the 
transition is nominally from “democracy” to 
tyranny—hardly presage the looming death 
of the American regime. It’s just farcical to 
compare, say, Peru or the Philippines to the 
United States on this score. The vast majority 
of examples are of this ilk. The implicit equa-
tion of weak democracies with stable repub-
lics is made, it seems, simply to provide the 
authors with a wider sample size, the better to 
denounce President Trump. Contemporary 
political science is all about methodology. If 
your sample size is too small, your conclusion 
might not pass peer review!

How the average modern democracy ends 
is, after all, not a particularly urgent or diffi-
cult question. Modern Third World democra-
cies are essentially no different from the classi-
cal meaning of “democracy”: rule of the demos, 
the poor. Hence they still tend to die exactly 
as the classics said they would. The important 
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make him question his thesis. If Poland and 
Hungary were to turn away from democracy 
now, which is the authors’ great fear, would it 
be so easy to blame them, considering that—
according to democracy’s professional parti-
sans—democracy requires that they sacrifice 
their nationhood?

Freedom without Freedom

The most certain way a once-stable 
republic gives way to tyranny is when 
the republican spirit of its people is 

eliminated or undermined. All such regimes 
decisively depend for their success and lon-
gevity on a foundation of virtue in the people. 
How’s that going in our time? None of these 
books has anything at all to say about the 
family, the bedrock of representative repub-
licanism. Only Mounk treats religion at any 
length, and then mainly to lambaste figures 
and societies to his right for being insuf-
ficiently deferential to Islam. Nor do these 
writers even mention the government-driven 
erosion of Alexis de Tocqueville’s “mediating 
institutions,” another bedrock of American 
democracy. All of these goods—and more—
have been under persistent left-wing attack 
for at least two generations. The health of de-
mocracy seems not to have improved during 
that period. The connection seems obvious 
enough but these authors glide right past.

In any event, it’s rich to read the Left fret 
about the end of “democracy” when they have 
spent so much conscious effort undermining 
its necessary preconditions. They have done 
so, I think, for two reasons. First, they long 
ago came to equate liberty with license. Philo-
sophically, once nature was discarded as the 
standard by which to guide and judge human 
life, the satisfaction of appetites became the 
only conceivable end. Hence in matters of 
personal morality, the contemporary Left is 
a curious combination of libertine and cen-
sor. Any physical—especially sexual or phar-
maceutical—act that does not draw blood 
or pick a pocket is permitted. There are no 
mores that are simply necessary to society or 
to personal well-being. If you’re not directly 
harming someone else, then no one has any 
business even passing judgment on what you 
do. But you deserve to be crushed for think-
ing or saying the wrong thing—especially for 
passing judgment! Witness the recent mas-
sive freak-out over Penn Law professor Amy 
Wax’s praise of the once-commonplace con-
cept of “bourgeois norms.” How dare she!

The second is that the Left has internal-
ized, mostly without realizing it, the classi-
cal case that the only truly legitimate regime 

is the rule of the wise. For them, it comes 
dressed up in its modern guise as Hegelian 
historicism, but either way, it’s ironic that 
in today’s cisgender Euro-bashing fiesta, 
their whole political philosophy rests on 
two quintessentially dead white male argu-
ments. But, hey—they believe they are the 
wise. Not those dumb rednecks. When the 
pieces start to fit together in your mind, you 
begin to realize why the modern Left wants 
to make America more like those South 
American countries with a pale upper class, 
a darker lower class—and no middle of any 
shade. Because they get to be in charge. Up-
pity low-income, middling-I.Q. whites are 
troublemakers. They think they deserve a 
say. Trump gives those nettlesome, red-hat-
wearing proles a voice. What else do you 
need to know to grasp that Trump is bad?

The greatest factor in hastening the end of 
American-style democracy over the past 125 
years (at least) has been increasing govern-
ment centralization and administrative rule. 
To answer the question posed by Harvard 
Law professor Cass Sunstein’s edited vol-
ume: it already did happen here! The project 
all along has been, and still is, to end poli-
tics. That is, to foreclose as illegitimate pub-
lic debate and disagreement on issues alleg-
edly settled by science and administered via 
expertise. As our personal freedom to abuse 
our bodies, sate our appetites, and neglect 
our duties ever expands, our actual freedom 
to govern ourselves and determine our col-
lective future radically contracts. The people 
writing these ostensible democratic laments 
are all in the intellectual lineage of those 
who brought us to this point. Their aim is 
to complete the project. Trump’s aim—how-
ever inchoate or implicit—is to reverse it. 
Who’s the real anti-democrat?

One Encouraging Exception

Most of the above does not ap-
ply to the one honorable exception 
amidst this dismal crop. William 

Galston’s Anti-Pluralism is encouraging. Not 
because I agree with all of it. But because if 
liberals were more like the Brookings Institu-
tion senior fellow and former deputy assistant 
to President Bill Clinton, our predicament 
would be much less dire.

First, because Galston’s theoretical grasp 
of where we are and how we got here is 
much sounder than all the others’ combined. 
(Though not flawless. There’s a little too much 
rote-Straussian “modernity is low” and over-
emphasis on the tension between liberty and 
equality. But this does not negate the book’s 

many strengths.) Second, because his ac-
knowledgment that the concerns of Trump 
voters and of globalization’s “losers” are legiti-
mate and deserve a political response appears 
to be sincere. Third, because his proposed so-
lutions actually address the serious problems 
of our time, the very problems that the anti-
Trump “conservatives”—no less, and perhaps 
more than, the Left—have ignored, denied, 
and exacerbated. Galston even has moder-
ate, sensible things to say about immigration 
and the culture. Needless to say, he doesn’t go 
nearly as far as I think we need to go. But at 
least one can discuss the issues with him and 
find common ground.

Galston’s economic program marries tradi-
tional liberal concerns—wealth concentration, 
capital outstripping labor—with conservative 
causes, such as boosting growth, in hopes of 
sharing gains more broadly. He has some spe-
cific solutions for how to achieve this, which 
are sensible, though many of his stated ends 
are not linked to specific means. He doesn’t 
say how, for instance, to re-link productivity 
gains to wage increases. I don’t know how to 
do it either, but I agree with him that we need 
to find a way. It would have been charitable 
of Galston to have given Trump a little more 
credit for breaking with Republican ortho-
doxy and moving to the center on these and 
other issues. Indeed, one of the great ironies 
is that Donald Trump is in many respects 
the most liberal Republican president in gen-
erations, yet the one most often compared to 
Hitler. But that says less about Trump than it 
does about the modern Left, to which every-
thing and everyone even a millimeter to their 
right is “literally Hitler.” Galston’s book is 
entirely free of this tiresome malevolence and 
that alone is a welcome relief.

Alas, we have no choice but to deal with the 
Left we have, of which Galston is sadly unrep-
resentative. Their project, plainly, is to replace 
democracy with a kind of administrative tyr-
anny of wealth and expertise. All the holler-
ing about Trump is in part to deflect attention 
and partly to sound the alarm for their side 
that the project is threatened.

All men of goodwill—whatever their po-
litical persuasion—should endeavor to defeat 
that project, which has all along been the real 
threat to our republic. The alternative is to 
reduce politics to one final question which, 
when answered, will answer all the others: 
who—from whose side—gets to be Caesar?

Michael Anton is a lecturer and research fellow at 
Hillsdale College, a senior fellow at the Claremont 
Institute, and a former national security official in 
the Trump Administration.
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

Big Tent Originalism
A Debt Against the Living: An Introduction to Originalism, by Ilan Wurman.

Cambridge University Press, 168 pages, $64.99 (cloth), $19.99 (paper)

Ilan wurman’s valuable new book, 
A Debt Against the Living, lives up to its 
subtitle: it offers an “introduction.” Wur-

man wants to persuade readers that “original-
ism”—the effort to read the Constitution in 
accord with its original meaning—is a serious 
project. And he wants to show that it is, in 
fact, a much more reasonable approach than 
alternatives that leave judges free to improvise 
new meanings based on contemporary fads or 
priorities, thus defeating the point of a writ-
ten constitution.

At the same time, Wurman advocates for 
a kind of “big tent” originalism. He touts ad-
vances made in the 1990s—most prominently 
by Justice Antonin Scalia, who emphasized 
the “public meaning” of constitutional terms 
at the time of ratification rather than the pri-
vate “intent” of the drafters—but finds no im-
portant differences between Scalia’s “textual” 
approach and other scholars’ recourse to his-
torical materials in order to illuminate the rel-

evant terms. So long, that is, as textualism is 
not (as with some scholars) a license to impose 
contemporary interpretations that wouldn’t 
have been embraced by earlier writers and 
ratifiers. To rely on “contemporary textual 
meaning,” Wurman protests, “implies that 
our law is determined by accidental changes in 
language over time.”

Avoiding unnecessary squabbles 
makes sense if you want to sustain a 
coalition, rather than highlight your 

own distinctive theory. Wurman sounds like 
he has an eye on elections, or confirmation 
battles. Before joining the faculty at Arizo-
na State’s Sandra Day O’Connor College of 
Law, he was, in fact, an aide to speechwrit-
ers in George W. Bush’s White House and 
subsequently did legal work for the Ted Cruz 
presidential campaign. One result is that this 
book is vastly more readable than a law review 
article. Wurman keeps a conversational tone 

and a brisk pace and gets the reader to the last 
line in just 135 pages. 

It’s a distinctive merit of his presentation 
that he never strays far from the political ques-
tion in the background: why should we keep 
to the Constitution as it was originally meant 
to be, rather than steering it in the ways we 
might now like it to be? Wurman doesn’t try 
to duck this concern with abstract theories 
based on self-referential legal premises (vari-
ants of, “by definition,” law must be authorita-
tive to be law). 

One answer is encapsulated in the book’s 
title. The phrase, as the author explains, ap-
pears in a letter from James Madison to his 
friend Thomas Jefferson in 1790, when the 
latter led the U.S. diplomatic delegation in 
revolutionary Paris. Jefferson had argued for 
letting every constitution expire after 20 years 
or so, reasoning that one generation can’t bind 
its successor, because “the earth belongs to the 
living.” Madison reminded Jefferson that “the 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2018
Page 15

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

living” do not inherit the earth in its natural 
state: “The improvements made by the dead 
form a debt against the living, who take the 
benefit of them.” Wurman takes Madison’s 
side. As he says in his conclusion, there is 
self-interest as well as gratitude involved: we 
shouldn’t assume we get all the benefits that 
have been bequeathed to us if we toss away 
the structures that helped generate and sus-
tain those benefits.

Rather than leave it at the level 
of abstraction, however, where it might 
come across as a mere platitude, Wur-

man summarizes a variety of scholarly claims 
about the underlying goods the Constitution 
might have been designed to secure. Liber-
tarians like Randy Barnett and Richard Ep-
stein, for example, have highlighted the ways 
the overall structure restrains government 
in the interest of protecting personal liberty 
and private property. Progressives, like Jack 
Balkin, have stressed the Constitution’s open-
ness to democratic adaptation. Others, nota-
bly Princeton political scientist Keith Whit-
tington, have emphasized the Constitution 
as a guarantor of popular sovereignty—the 
right of the people to determine the ultimate 
ground rules of political life. The Constitu-
tion allows for popular revision of the basic 
rules, but only through a deliberately onerous 
process, which guards against confusing ulti-
mate sovereign authority with mere transient 
impulses. Wurman calls this a “conservative” 
view of the Constitution. 

It’s characteristic of his approach that after 
offering respectful summaries of these com-
peting scholarly perspectives, he declines to 
endorse any one over the others. (It may also 
be characteristic of his harmonizing approach 
that he doesn’t discuss the late Harry Jaffa’s 
relentlessly argued objections to other ap-
proaches.) Wurman is happy to acknowledge 
that all the theories he does discuss have some 
claim to respect, and all might contribute to 
a sense that the Constitution deserves our 
loyalty: “If the Constitution protects natural 
rights, creates a republican form of govern-
ment, and is rooted in an act of popular sover-
eignty, then prudence demands that we obey 
it today, whatever its imperfections.” Perhaps 
it is not coincidence that scholars associated 
with each of these different approaches agreed 

to provide blurbs on the back cover. Wurman 
seems to retain a keen sense of how to pitch 
his positions. 

Although his harmonizing in-
stincts might work well enough when 
he talks about the appeal of the Con-

stitution in general terms, they’re much less 
helpful when the question is how we should 
understand or interpret particular provisions. 
The libertarians often take a quite different 
view than the progressives or the conservatives. 
If the Constitution has competing claims, and 
more than one might be seen as motivating a 
particular provision or guarantee, which view 
should take priority? The problem doesn’t get 
much attention from Wurman amidst his 
soothing assurances on the Constitution’s 
overall merits. 

Take the case of Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation (1954). Wurman concedes that if an 
originalist approach did not support school 
desegregation, it ought to be rejected. For-
tunately, he argues, there is evidence that 
the generation which adopted the 14th 
Amendment did see it as imposing a ban on 
public school segregation. Drawing on the 
scholarship of Michael McConnell, he notes 
that Republicans in Congress tried to write 
this requirement into statute law only a few 
years later. But the record is at least equivo-
cal, since the Congress that actually drafted 
the 14th Amendment’s “Equal Protection” 
guarantee also provided support for public 
schools in the District of Columbia, while 
allowing them to remain racially segregated. 

To get around this awkwardness, Wurman 
(again following the lead of other scholars) in-
sists on the importance of distinguishing the 

“sense” or “reasoning” of the Equal Protection 
clause—by which he means something like 
the underlying principle—from the particu-
lar “facts” or circumstances to which it was 
originally applied. Perhaps that supports the 
conclusion that “separate but equal is inher-
ently unequal” in the circumstances of the 
1950s (as Chief Justice Earl Warren argued in 
Brown). 

But it might also support a lot of other 
contentious conclusions in later cases. Wur-
man rejects the claim that the 6th Amend-
ment’s “right of counsel” means a right to a 
state-funded lawyer, not merely (as the Con-

gress and state legislatures of 1789 seem to 
have thought) the right to hire a lawyer one-
self. He doesn’t explain very convincingly why 
the “reasoning” behind the original guarantee 
wouldn’t justify the conclusion given it by the 
Warren Court. 

But that opens a worrisome pros-
pect. Distinctions between enduring 
core ideas and changing historical ap-

plications might generate a lot of “applications” 
that would have startled the Constitution’s 
original ratifiers. If originalism is an anchor 
against judicial activism, as Wurman main-
tains throughout his book, it might prove to 
be an anchor with a very long chain. 

When calls for a return to “original in-
tent” were first voiced in the 1970s, they were 
spurred by complaints that the Warren and 
Burger Courts had strayed far from the ac-
tual intentions of the constitutional fram-
ers. In particular, Robert Bork and William 
Rehnquist did not hesitate to say that the 
Court’s announcement of a right to abortion 
in Roe v. Wade (1973) could not be justified by 
any legitimate interpretation of the Constitu-
tion. Wurman doesn’t say how we should now 
think about such rulings.

It’s not just a question of whether non-
originalist rulings were correct readings of 
the Constitution at the time they were ren-
dered. For nearly a century now, courts have 
relied on very broad readings of the congres-
sional power “to regulate commerce among 
the states.” It might well be that an original-
ist interpretation would require courts to 
overturn a vast amount of federal regulation 
which is now—for good or ill—woven into 
the fabric of national life. Do mistaken prec-
edents get grandfathered into the Constitu-
tion after some lapse of time? It’s an obvious 
but very difficult question. Wurman simply 
sidesteps it.

Nevertheless, for an introduction to the 
arguments for originalism, A Debt Against 
the Living offers a highly readable, engaging 
presentation for newcomers while prompting 
more seasoned readers to think harder. It is 
a light-footed, clever, and timely counter to 
cynicism about law. 

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor at George Mason 
University’s Antonin Scalia Law School. 
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How would you write an inter-
pretive history of the U.S. Constitu-
tion? Not a story of the framing and 

how the founders’ political theories have sur-
vived (or not) the test of time, or a chronologi-
cal exegesis of Supreme Court cases, or even a 
critique of American constitutionalism from a 
particular theoretical perspective. Those wor-
thy projects have been done in many forms, but 
if you wanted to produce an accessible book 
that addressed the main ideas undergirding 
our constitutional order as they’ve developed 
throughout the history of the republic, what 
would be your organizing principle?

In The Lives of the Constitution: Ten Excep-
tional Minds that Shaped America’s Supreme 
Law, Joseph Tartakovsky, former deputy so-
licitor general of Nevada and contributing ed-
itor to the Claremont Review of Books, picked 
ten people and wove a narrative around their 
lives and applications of our constitutional 
principles. It’s an interesting approach, partic-
ularly when introduced as a way to get at our 
nation’s “founding myth.” Tartakovsky notes 
that America’s beginnings are less interest-

ing than Romulus and Remus, the covenant 
at Sinai, and other similar tales. Indeed, he 
pointedly says on the first page of his “over-
ture” that the United States began as “a bunch 
of legal documents.”

Of course, that’s what makes this coun-
try exceptional, certainly at its founding and, 
even with the possible exception of the Soviet 
Union, to this day: America is based on an 
idea rather than a race or ethnic group or geo-
graphical abstraction fashioned by imperial 
powers. Yet those dusty old parchments and 
the funny-fashioned men who created them 
are as revered in this country as Solon was 
in Athens. That’s why telling the story of our 
foundational law, charting the young nation’s 
twists and turns as it grew and modernized 
and coped with challenging political currents, 
can be an exciting enterprise.

Who are the personages through whom our 
supreme law flows? In chapter order, they are: 
Alexander Hamilton, James Wilson, Daniel 
Webster, Stephen Field, Alexis de Tocqueville 
and James Bryce (together), Woodrow Wil-
son, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Robert Jackson, 

and Antonin Scalia. Tartakovsky’s selection 
is a bit odd. Why Hamilton and not James 
Madison, the father of the Constitution, or 
Thomas Jefferson, who played such a pivotal 
role in both theory and practice? (Or why not 
all three?) Where’s Abraham Lincoln? Why 
de Tocqueville, a French sociologist, and 
Bryce, a Scotch-Irish political figure, rather 
than American legal historians? Why Wells-
Barnett and not Susan B. Anthony?

It turns out that those questions are merely 
academic, because Tartakovsky weaves in the 
legal and historical points he wants to make 
almost regardless of which protagonists serve 
as vehicles for them. Those points concern 
the evolution of constitutional thought from 
the Revolution through Donald Trump, with 
stops in Reconstruction, the Progressive Era, 
and post-World War II modernity.

The story begins with the surro-
gate son of the childless father of our 
country. As Tartakovsky puts it, “fel-

low officers recalled ‘Call Colonel Hamilton’ 
as Washington’s instinctive utterance when 

Book Review by Ilya Shapiro

A Living Constitution
The Lives of the Constitution: Ten Exceptional Minds that Shaped America’s Supreme Law, by Joseph Tartakovsky.

Encounter Books, 320 pages, $25.99
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important news arrived.” Or, in Lin-Manuel 
Miranda’s lyrics: “How does a bastard, orphan, 
son of a whore and a Scotsman, dropped in 
the middle of a forgotten spot in the Carib-
bean by providence, impoverished, in squalor, 
grow up to be a hero and a scholar?” The an-
swer is exactly what the new country and its 
new constitution needed: grit. 

Hamilton knew instinctively that Madison’s 
theoretical genius would be for naught if the 
nascent government weren’t properly launched. 
Having helped persuade his fellow New York-
ers to ratify the Constitution after having 
helped free them from colonial rule, Hamilton 
set about organizing the economic channels 
that enabled early American growth. As the 
first treasury secretary, at age 34, he embodied 
vigor in the executive. Indeed, he turned down 
opportunities to be governor, senator, and even 
chief justice of the United States to focus on 
the “practical business of government,” real-
izing early on that “a government must have 
power to preserve order, because without order 
there is no liberty.” Hamilton is modern liber-
tarians’ least favorite founder, but that’s some-
what anachronistic, conflating his belief in the 
national institutions that the Constitution 
actually authorized with expansive post-New 
Deal views of federal power. 

James wilson is probably the founder 
with the worst ratio of impact to modern 
recognition. Just one of six men to have 

signed both the Constitution and the Dec-
laration of Independence—unlike Hamilton 
or John Adams—Wilson guided constitu-
tional debate with his dazzling command of 
political theory and institutional design. He 
authored the Treason Clause (the only crime 
specifically defined in the Constitution) and 
was central to the debate over the Bill of 
Rights, insisting that enumerating rights was 
dangerous because, the 9th Amendment not-
withstanding, Americans would come to ask 
whether they have a certain right instead of 
whether the government has a certain power.

A member of the first Supreme Court, 
Wilson coined the term “politically correct”—
while explaining that “the People” created the 
Constitution, not the states—and brought 
the Scottish Enlightenment’s “moral sense” to 
legal debates. Tartakovsky explains that the 
only “party line” the Philadelphia convention 
delegates shared was an allegiance to natural 
law; if so, then the philosophical Wilson was 
our first party boss.

The next generation of American lead-
ers showed that it’s not easy standing on the 
shoulders of giants. Although Daniel Web-
ster is best known for his oratory, it was his 
steadfast commitment to the founding prin-

ciples—often at the cost of personal political 
achievement—that made his historical mark. 
An early and vociferous opponent of nullifi-
cation, Webster used his rhetorical skills to 
explain and defend the American experiment. 

Like Hamilton and Wilson, he hammered 
the idea that the Constitution was a popu-
lar covenant rather than a compact between 
sovereign states. At the same time, Webster 
co-founded the anti-Jacksonian Whig Par-
ty, working to channel democratic impulses 
through republican channels. Webster’s com-
mitment to “Liberty and Union, now and for-
ever, one and inseparable” led him to endorse 
the Compromise of 1850. It wasn’t enough 
to head off civil war because his generation’s 
Southerners were more committed than their 
fathers to slavery. 

The Civil War changed constitutional 
structure forever. The 13th Amendment pro-
scribed slavery, of course, but slavery was just 
the most glaring state invasion of “unalienable” 
rights, about which the original Constitu-
tion had been silent. Thus the 14th Amend-
ment for the first time allowed federal claims 
against state governments. 

Stephen field, whom lincoln ap-
pointed to the Supreme Court during 
the war to achieve regional and political 

balance—he was a Westerner (from Califor-
nia, when that still counted) and a Democrat, 
albeit a Unionist—was a pioneer in elabo-
rating the legal protection of unenumerated 
rights. Field went west with the gold rush, 
practicing frontier law and acquiring a keen 
appreciation for property rights and the right 
to earn an honest living. 

Unfortunately, he ended up on the dis-
senting end of the Slaughterhouse Cases (1873), 
which eviscerated the 14th Amendment’s 
Privileges or Immunities Clause and thus the 
Constitution’s shield against state oppressions. 
While Field was occasionally able to preserve 
liberty against local protectionism—as in the 
Quong Woo case (1882), which voided an or-
dinance requiring anyone Chinese to first get 
approval from 12 white citizens before oper-
ating a laundry—all too often, he fought rear-
guard actions against proto-progressive legis-
lation. He also had a racial blindspot, ending 
his long career ignominiously by joining the 
majority in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).

Here The Lives of the Constitution takes a 
bit of a detour, splicing in Tocqueville (who 
died before the Civil War) and Bryce, a schol-
arly statesman who became Britain’s ambas-
sador to the United States. It’s an odd couple; 
Tartakovsky notes that Bryce “sought to give 
readers a social scientist’s reliance on hard fig-
ures together with the legal historian’s atten-

tion to precedent, by contrast to Tocqueville, 
who, [Bryce] said, only had gleaming aperçus 
and ‘theories ready made.’” Nevertheless, the 
themes this duo stands for are important to 
the American Idea: equality of rank, consti-
tutional democracy, the moderating force of 
the party system, and revitalization through 
immigration.

With woodrow wilson, we en-
ter the age of the anti-constitu-
tional Constitution. In common 

with other Claremont scholars, Tartakovsky 
shows how Wilson ushered in the adminis-
trative state, having found the American con-
stitutional system outmoded. Wilson’s views 
were undoubtedly shaped by the German 
Rechtsstaat he studied in graduate school, hav-
ing abandoned law school to become the only 
president with a doctorate. “The Constitu-
tion was not made to fit us like a straightjack-
et,” Wilson declaimed at the Cooper Union 
in 1904. “There were blank pages in it, into 
which could be written passages that would 
suit the exigencies of the day.”

Wilson was essentially the first living-
constitutionalist, dedicated to overcoming 
the separation of powers that prevented ef-
ficient government. The problem with the 
founders’ vision of checks and balances, he 
explained on the campaign trail in 1912, is 
that “government is not a machine, but a liv-
ing thing. It falls, not under the theory of the 
universe, but under the theory of organic life.” 
Tartakovsky credits Wilson’s flexible consti-
tutionalism for saving the document from 
some of the progressive abominations writ-
ten into the era’s state constitutions. That 
doesn’t quite ring true to me, for it wasn’t 
until Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency that 
we saw the sub rosa codification of Wilson’s 
political project—the implied constitutional 
amendment of the so-called Revolution of 
1937 and all that progressive jazz.

Ida B. Wells (also known as Wells-Barnett 
in an early instance of feminist post-marital 
hyphenation) provides one of the most inter-
esting and least-known constitutional lives. A 
pivotal figure in the struggle for both women’s 
rights and racial equality—why don’t we hear 
more about her in today’s intersectional age?—
Wells doubly epitomized the tension inher-
ent in fighting for reform while trying to fit 
into polite society. Hers is an important story 
and this was one of the most fascinating book 
chapters, but I’m not sure what it has to do 
with shaping America’s supreme law beyond 
the eventual ratification of women’s suffrage 
in the 19th Amendment.

Tartakovsky next examines the Second 
World War and the singular figure of Robert 
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Jackson. Jackson is the only person to be so-
licitor general, attorney general, and Supreme 
Court justice—and he served as a Nurem-
berg prosecutor as well. (He was also the last 
justice not to have completed law school.) In 
those roles, he was tied up in legally defend-
ing the New Deal without necessarily having 
been one of its authors. 

Jackson is known as one of the best writ-
ers the Court has ever had, being especially 
famous for one majority opinion, one concur-
rence, and one dissent. His defense of indi-
vidual freedom against flag-salute compulsion 
in West Virginia State Board of Education v. 
Barnette (1943) is now one of the most cited 
passages in First Amendment cases: “If there 
is any fixed star in our constitutional constel-
lation, it is that no official, high or petty, can 
prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, 
nationalism, religion, or other matters of 
opinion, or force citizens to confess by word 
or act their faith therein.” In the 1952 Steel 
Seizures Case the Court rejected President 
Harry Truman’s attempt to nationalize the 
steel industry; Jackson’s concurrence became 
the legal standard for evaluating executive 
actions in the face of congressional approval, 
disapproval, or silence. Finally, Jackson’s dis-
sent in Korematsu v. United States (1944), in 
which the Court allowed the war-time intern-

ment of Japanese Americans, has gone down 
as the moral equivalent of Justice John Mar-
shall Harlan’s dissent in Plessy. 

On top of his personal achievements and 
writings, Jackson represented a new role for 
the Court as the staunch defender of civil lib-
erties and checker of executive excess, but def-
erential to Congress and state legislatures on 
most other things.

Tartakovsky’s final constitution-
al life is Antonin Scalia, the Court’s 
greatest expositor of originalism and 

textualism—the idea that constitutional 
and statutory provisions mean what they 
did when enacted. It’s a simple idea—what 
in other eras would simply be called “ juris-
prudence”—but one whose advent was long 
overdue. Unlike Clarence Thomas, however, 
Scalia made his peace with the New Deal. 
Though he began to question judicial defer-
ence to administrative agencies—doctrines 
that he had helped elaborate—toward the 
end of his life, he remained too committed 
to judicial “restraint.” Conservative lawyers 
of his generation naturally inclined to fight-
ing the “activism” of Earl Warren and Wil-
liam Brennan, but the new battle is against 
the sort of “passivism” that defers to legisla-
tive enactments like Obamacare and occu-

pational licensing. Scalia was right to have 
questioned interpretive theories that simply 
allow courts to decide all of a polity’s im-
portant questions, but what do you do when 
judges are the only ones taking their consti-
tutional duties seriously?

In the end, while i have a few quibbles 
with this book, it is masterful in march-
ing through the main currents of consti-

tutional thought, making them come alive 
through the people who shaped them. Tar-
takovsky also supplies delightful little details 
that illustrate broader philosophical points. 
Did you know, for example, that FDR built 
what’s now Reagan National Airport with-
out congressional appropriation? What the 
book does best is precisely what it set out to 
do: to make the oft-dry text of our founding 
charter come alive. That’s important because, 
as Tartakovsky writes, “constitutionalism is 
not a mere institutional form but a culture, a 
set of loyalties, sentiments, habits, assump-
tions, usages, and self-disciplines, a permeat-
ing spirit that animates an otherwise lifeless 
paper scheme.”

Ilya Shapiro is a senior fellow in constitutional 
studies at the Cato Institute and editor-in-chief of 
the Cato Supreme Court Review.
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Book Review by Christopher DeMuth

The Difference Congress Makes
The Imprint of Congress, by David R. Mayhew.

Yale University Press, 176 pages, $35

Books about congress typically 
compare the existing institution to a 
procedural ideal. Is Congress mak-

ing good use of its constitutional powers? Is 
it fairly representing democratic sentiments? 
Is it legislating through deliberation and com-
promise, so as to moderate the clash of fac-
tions and pursue some approximation of the 
national interest? Is it accountable?

The answer is usually “no,” and the pre-
scriptions for improvement are often well-
attuned to the author’s policy preferences. 
The essential problem is that Congress has 
capacious powers but no purpose other than 
to represent. Presidents are directed to ex-
ecute the law and preserve the Constitution, 

judges to resolve cases and controversies that 
come before them, but members of Congress 
take directions only from voters, sufficiently 
to get reelected. Congress is not required to 
check or balance or even rubber-stamp the 
executive, nor pass laws or even hold votes, 
nor anything else; insofar as the Constitu-
tion is concerned, its powers are options, not 
responsibilities.

In the imprint of congress, david r. 
Mayhew—Sterling Professor of Political 
Science Emeritus at Yale and America’s 

dean of congressional studies by dint of a 
half-century of teaching and influential schol-
arship—takes a different tack. He measures 

Congress’s performance not by process or 
procedures but by consequences, and he com-
pares them not to an abstract ideal but to the 
real alternatives on offer in advanced demo-
cratic societies. What has been Congress’s 
effect—its imprint—on the course of Ameri-
can government and society? As compared to 
presidents, how have congresses responded 
and contributed to the Zeitgeisten of succes-
sive eras? As compared to parliamentary sys-
tems and other presidential systems, how has 
our separation of powers—with a represen-
tative legislature playing a uniquely indepen-
dent role—panned out?

Mayhew’s methods for answering these 
ambitious questions are old-school and inge-
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stander. The House of Representatives drafted 
the Bill of Rights on its own. When, following 
a bitter campaign, the election of 1800 ended 
in an Electoral College tie, Congress overcame 
partisan rancor to elect Thomas Jefferson 
president—our first government hand-over to 
an opposition movement, and a transnational 
first as well. These steps sealed the legitimacy 
and prestige of the new government by dem-
onstrating in action the advantages, and the 
responsiveness to popular sentiments, that had 
previously been just talk.

When it came to continental 
expansion, Congress specialized in 
parceling out frontier land, from 

the original Northwest Territory onward, to 
settlers, squatters, and speculators in small 
plots and on easy terms. Beginning with the 
1803 Louisiana Purchase and continuing 
for the first half of the 19th century, the ex-
ecutive acquired vast new territories through 
purchase or seizure. Congress took charge of 
distributing it, against executive misgivings, 
through an exuberant privatization campaign 
involving hundreds of laws, culminating in 
the Homestead Act of 1862. “It is a wonder 
that any incumbent politician ever lost an 
election,” Mayhew writes of this pro-growth 
legislative populism, whose economic and so-
cial consequences defined the nation.

America’s emergence as a global powerhouse 
and über-manager of international conflict, be-
ginning after our Civil War and continuing to 
the present day, is a similar case of executive 
thrust—but with Congress playing a restrain-
ing rather than complementary role. Presidents 
have special constitutional responsibilities for 
foreign diplomacy and military leadership, and 
they have often become absorbed by America’s 
place on the world stage as competitor, enforcer, 
protector, and benefactor. In general, and with 
a few 19th-century exceptions, Congress has 
been resistant—“insular” is Mayhew’s summa-
ry term—skeptical, foot-dragging, preferring 
to focus on domestic politics. From Charles 
Sumner to Henry Cabot Lodge to J. William 
Fulbright, lions of the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee have been forceful, effective 
opponents of presidents’ ambitions for foreign 
action and commitment. The Senate’s treaty 
power has given them special purchase, but the 
House has exhibited similar animus and has 
held the purse strings.

The long history of executive assertiveness 
and congressional insularity suggests that 
something systematic is afoot. There are a 
host of plausible explanations, from the leg-
islature’s characteristic parochialism to its 
incapacity for the “instrumental rationality” 
(an executive specialty) of war and strategy. 

nious. He employs no poli-sci equations, re-
gressions, or game theory, although he does 
invoke path dependence at one important 
juncture and the median voter several times. 
His basic approach may be described as dis-
cursive empiricism. It could not have been 
done so well, and maybe not at all, by a man of 
lesser learning and authority.

He begins by identifying a se-
quence of large political and intel-
lectual movements—“transnational 

impulses” he calls them, 13 in all, from the 
founding of new nations and polities in the 
period following our own, down to environ-
mentalism and deficit spending today. This 
framing device focuses the inquiry on mo-
mentous, tidal developments with lots of ac-
tion here and abroad, while guarding against 
cherry-picking of the author’s favorite events 
and aspirations. For each movement, he 
judges America’s performance among the 
European and other English-speaking na-
tions (with a few glances to Latin America), 
then moves in for the analytical kill—the 
distinctive imprint of the U.S. Congress.

The procedure involves judgment calls, 
nutshell summaries of large historical and 
economic literatures, and partial explanations 
and conditional conclusions. Mayhew gives ri-
val theories a hearing, defends his choices per-
suasively, and ends up with answers that seem 
as robust as the nature of the inquiry permits. 
The answers are “interesting,” he claims, but 
many readers will consider them profound.

For some transnational impulses—con-
tinental expansion, responding to the Great 
Depression, deficit spending—the U.S. has 
been in the middle of the pack. On others, 
we were way out front—national found-
ing, economic growth and industrialization, 
world power. On still others, our perfor-
mance was idiosyncratic—taming corpora-
tions and the rich, building a welfare state. 
There is a pattern, which Mayhew himself 
leaves implicit: where America excelled, our 
executive was the galvanizing force but Con-
gress played an independent role with dis-
tinctive consequences; where America was 
unique, Congress itself was the prime mover; 
where America was average, executive and 
Congress were joint operators.

The pattern began to emerge at the found-
ing. President Washington and Treasury Sec-
retary Alexander Hamilton were the indis-
pensable movers and shakers in our spectacu-
larly successful national launch and immediate 
economic surge. Congress would never have 
cooked up a national bank or the assumption 
of state debts on its own, and it went along with 
great misgivings. But Congress was hardly a by-
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Whatever the mix of causes, our empowered 
Congress has had a much greater effect on for-
eign affairs than have the legislatures of other 
great powers. Mayhew suggests—admittedly 
speculating, but with considerable evidence—
that the upshot may be this: America alone 
accrued great international influence without 
ever establishing a colonial empire. Liberal in-
ternationalists would add that our very lack of 
acquisitiveness has been key to our position of 
global leadership.

Congress’s role in economic policy 
and national development has gen-
erally recapitulated its early days of 

land office politics: complementing the execu-
tive and sometimes taking the lead, always 
with its own populist (or at least popularity-
seeking) angle. During the 1860s, President 
Lincoln was consumed by the Civil War, and 
Congress, with the Southerners gone, had 
become an unconflicted pro-development as-
sembly. It took charge of financial support for 
the war with its Greenback currency and new 
income tax, and launched a monumental eco-
nomic development program in which Lincoln 
played little role. The Morrill Tariff of 1861 
was followed by three inspired investments/
giveaways of federal land, all in 1862—the 
Morrill Land-Grant College Act, the Home-
stead Act, and the Pacific Railway Act.

The next period of government-led growth 
came after World War II. Presidents Truman, 
Eisenhower, and Kennedy were energetic pro-
ponents—recall, for example, Ike’s interstate 
highway system, and promotion of dam build-
ing and the national power grid. Congress, 
however, was an active participant, and often 
the leader, in numerous initiatives, such as 
urban renewal, offshore oil drilling, and the 
National Science Foundation and Atomic En-
ergy Acts. These bipartisan measures, geared 
to private capital, were sharp departures from 
New Deal-Fair Deal ideology, and were often 
enacted against strenuous opposition from 
left-leaning legislators.

The economic results of these two legisla-
tive gushers varied from program to program 
and are subjects of continuing debate. But 
both periods were unquestionably times of 
energetic building (institutional as well as 
physical) and widely-shared prosperity, along 
with a good deal of congressional pork-bar-
reling. Mayhew is dissatisfied with the stan-
dard portrayals of post-Civil War congresses 
as immobilized by corruption and “a swinish 
scramble for government largesse.” That was 
certainly part of the story, but the era has 
been seriously understudied. No one, for ex-
ample, has bothered to write a modern biog-
raphy of John Sherman—brother of William 
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are concerned by claims that traditional values are 
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Tecumseh, early Republican and Lincoln sup-
porter, whose 38 years in the House and Sen-
ate (punctuated by tours as secretary of the 
treasury and of state) included sophisticated 
management of federal finances and monetary 
policy during and after the Civil War, criti-
cal contributions to the Interstate Commerce 
Act of 1887, and authorship of the Sherman 
Antitrust Act of 1890. 

Rapid industrialization in the 
late 19th century propelled America 
to the economic forefront among na-

tions and laid the foundation for its political 
and military preeminence in the century to 
come. It also generated a new transnational 
impulse, one where America followed a highly 
distinctive path that was largely laid out by 
Congress (and also the state legislatures, but 
Mayhew omits them). The Gilded Age was 
an unsettling time, marked by the appearance 
of behemoth financial, industrial, and trans-
portation corporations, spectacular personal 
fortunes, urbanization, and labor agitation. 
It gave birth to a mélange of political coun-
ter-movements and ideologies. Elsewhere, 
the ones with staying power were socialism 
and Marxism; less theorized or systematic 
schemes of government ownership of utili-
ties and large industries; and aloof, Max We-
ber-style state bureaucracies—all executive-
centered in conception and operation. The 
American response was sui generis: regulation 
by “independent” commissions, trust-busting, 
and highly progressive taxation.

These were congressional constructs, be-
ginning with Sherman’s Interstate Commerce 
Commission and Antitrust statute, and it 
showed. They were democratic and ameliora-
tive rather than revolutionary, grounded not in 
any highfalutin theory but rather in low-down 
popular sentiments—opposition to monopo-
lies (either break them up or see that they take 
care of farmers, laborers, and consumers), and 
a desire to take the rich down a peg or two. In 
structure and enforcement, the tax programs 
were soaked in politics, and the regulatory pro-
grams porous to all manner of influence. They 
featured precious little of the executive-cen-
tered “instrumental rationality” propounded 
in Progressive essays and speeches. The “inde-
pendent” regulatory commissions, for example, 
were independent of the executive branch: they 
were mini-legislatures with proportional repre-
sentation, reporting directly to Congress.

The late 19th-century presidents, passive 
in the face of these developments, signed 
the bills with little notice. When Theodore 
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson arrived at 
the scene, they were on board with rhetoric 
and enforcement but left most of the heavy 
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policy lifting to Congress. The Federal Re-
serve Act of 1913, supposedly Wilson’s great-
est Progressive achievement, was a thoroughly 
legislative creation—an “independent” insti-
tution with designed-in roles for banks and 
regional interests. The New Deal was exec-
utive-led but adopted Congress’s regulatory-
commission template, and some of it—labor 
regulation and bank deposit insurance—was 
conceived and designed on Capitol Hill (and 
not much to FDR’s liking). Much later, the 
numerous 1970s programs of health, safety, 
and environmental regulation were almost 
entirely congressional initiatives. Racial pref-
erences, however, were executive-bureaucratic 
enterprises—led first and tentatively by Lyn-
don Johnson, then energetically by Richard 
Nixon—incongruously displacing Congress's 
1960s anti-discrimination programs.

Mayhew’s account of america’s 
early and continuing tax progressiv-
ism, and the eventual consequences 

for our welfare state, is an arresting story of 
path dependence. (Here and in his assess-
ment of business regulation, he relies on the 
groundbreaking work, The Land of Too Much 
[2012], by Northwestern University sociologist 
Monica Prasad.) During the quarter-century 
1894–1918, Congress introduced income, es-
tate, and “excess profits” taxation by pertina-
cious fits and starts, including a constitutional 
amendment. The tax structure was extraordi-
narily progressive by international standards 
and remained so for most of the 20th century. 
Mayhew quotes economist Thomas Piketty’s 
verdict that “very high taxes on the very rich” 
were “invented in the United States.”

But populist social justice came at the 
expense of government solidarity. Taxes 
calibrated by income brackets focus political 
argument on redistribution within the tax 
system. By contrast, flat and regressive taxes, 
such as Europe’s value-added taxes, focus on 
raising revenue efficiently. America’s tax sys-
tem became outstandingly progressive and 
complex, and outstandingly meagre in revenue 
production. As a result, our latter-day welfare 
state—a joint executive-congressional project 
from Social Security in 1935 to Obamacare in 
2010—was financially restricted, administra-
tively contorted, and outsourced to ungainly 
tax preferences and regulatory mandates on 
private institutions.

Above all, it is underfunded. Mayhew 
characterizes the most recent transnational 
impulse as containing public debt and deficit 
spending. It would be more accurate to de-
scribe the impulse as raising debt and deficits, 
with intermittent efforts to slightly moderate 
the upward trends. This certainly describes 

the United States. From 1789 through about 
1970, regular federal operations were gener-
ally kept in fiscal balance, and debts incurred 
for wars, domestic emergencies, and national 
investments (like those 19th-century land 
purchases) were systematically paid down. 
Since then, large annual deficits have become 
routine. I think Mayhew and his sources un-
derstate the size and seriousness of our result-
ing public debt—the official statistics are in-
complete—but I agree with him that there is 
no clear pattern in fiscal proclivities between 
Congress and president, nor between parlia-
mentary and presidential systems.

There is, however, a separate, striking U.S. 
pattern: the emergence and growth of rou-
tine deficit spending has coincided with the 
explosive growth of welfare and entitlement 
spending, which also began in the early 1970s. 
(Here I am relying on my own research.) 
These “transfer payment” programs have be-
come by far the largest category of federal 

tially because a representative legislature has 
played an unusually strong, prominent role in 
day-to-day government and in mediating our 
bitterest divisions. Presidents can be “ram-
bunctious or sectarian,” but Congress, which 
holds most of the constitutional marbles, is 
more into conflict management. Dithering—

“gridlock”—can be instrumental, deferring 
contentious problems until one side is suf-
ficiently mobilized to act decisively and oth-
ers recognize this and come to terms. Before 
Obamacare in 2010, all of our landmark policy 
departures (including all those discussed here 
and in the book’s case studies) were enacted 
by large bipartisan majorities. That has sim-
mered down long-raging ideological disputes, 
legitimized the new dispensation, and moved 
subsequent debate to a practical level.

The dynamic of representation and stabil-
ity is anguishing in the case of slavery and race, 
to which Mayhew devotes particular attention. 
Before the Civil War, of course, slaves were not 
represented at all and the Senate was equally 
divided between slave states and free states. 
Congress temporized for decades and then, un-
der pressures of territorial expansion, worked 
frantically for some sort of compromise. But 
its overriding aim was to preserve the union, 
which was undoubtedly the position of the me-
dian national (white) voter. Still, Congress pro-
vided a platform for anti- (as well as pro-) slav-
ery firebrands, and, in time, Northern opinion 
gelled: Republicans forged a pro-union/anti-
slavery synthesis, and another constitutional 
provision kicked in. “No Electoral College, no 
Lincoln presidency,” Mayhew reminds us.

The 20th century brought a similar 
dynamic, with a twist. Blacks were now 
disenfranchised quasi-citizens in the 

Old South, which now held a decided minor-
ity of both Senate and House seats. South-
erners, however, were passionately intent on 
maintaining Jim Crow while Northerners 
were, on average, lukewarm in their opposi-
tion. Even liberals had other priorities, such 
as unionization and recovery from the De-
pression. In such circumstances, representa-
tive assemblies ignore the median voter in 
favor of the intense voter. (“We expect assem-
blies to do that. That is one reason for having 
assemblies.”) Armed with the Senate filibus-
ter, Southerners delayed full implementa-
tion of the 14th and 15th Amendments for 
more than half of the 20th century—al-
though “it is a plausible bet that the median 
national voter kept favoring at least some ba-
sic civil rights protection in the South.” Then 
at last, public opinion in the North intensi-
fied to Southern levels (this time notably led 
by Southerners—Martin Luther King and 

spending and have been largely exempted 
from the intermittent efforts to contain 
spending and deficits. At the same time, tax 
reform, with Congress in the driver’s seat as 
ever, has come to mean tax cutting for grow-
ing segments of the electorate within a highly 
progressive structure. In these developments, 
and in our growing habituation to borrowing 
for immediate welfare spending, one may see 
the long shadow of the populist tax legislating 
of a century ago—an enduring if unanticipat-
ed imprint of Congress.

Professor mayhew concludes by 
extracting two broad congressional 
imprints from his 13 case studies. The 

first is legitimacy and stability. Our Consti-
tution has been extraordinarily durable, and 
the manifold conflicts of a large and heteroge-
neous nation have, with the exception of the 
Civil War, been fought out within rather than 
against the regime. This, he posits, is substan-

Congress is not so much 
legislator as distributor—

of land, jobs, veterans’ 
pensions and bonuses, and a 
continuous stream of custom-

tailored grants, subsidies, 
tariffs, quotas, regulatory 

favors, and tax preferences.
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Lyndon Baines Johnson), yielding the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act 
of 1965.

This is a terrible history, but it is not, in its 
timing, an outlier. America freed its slaves on 
schedule with the mid-19th century’s wider 
emancipation of slaves, serfs, and Jews—the 
fruits of a transnational impulse that had cen-
tral governments imposing “modernizing lib-
eralism” on lagging agrarian cultures. And in 
the decades following World War II, America 
extended civil and voting rights to non-whites 
at about the same time that white supremacy 
laws and white colonialism were being abol-
ished across the globe. What if a strong-willed 
American president had forced the slavery is-
sue earlier in the 19th century, or taken aim 
at Jim Crow earlier in the 20th? The South 
might have succeeded in breaking off—even 
in the second case, given how many other se-
cessionist movements around the globe found 
success after 1900. Race aside, the South was 
culturally and economically separate through 
the 1960s. Reconstruction, while it lasted, 
had required military occupation. Desegrega-
tion, when it came, required military interven-
tion. If the North had moved earlier, leading 
to a split, would that have been a better course 
for America, or for African Americans? Here 
Mayhew leaves the speculating to readers.

Mayhew calls his second broad 
imprint “messiness,” in other words 

“inconstancy, incoherence, and par-
ticularism.” Congress is not so much legisla-
tor as distributor—of land, jobs, veterans’ pen-
sions and bonuses, and a continuous stream 
of custom-tailored grants, subsidies, tariffs, 
quotas, regulatory favors, and tax preferences. 
The earliest congresses followed big executive 
land acquisitions with retail distribution to the 
citizenry. Modern ones have followed big ex-
ecutive welfare initiatives, such as Social Secu-
rity, Medicare, and Medicaid, with numerous 
incremental benefit extensions and constant 
tinkering. They have also, I would add, taken 
the entitlement distributions off-budget, just as 
the land distributions had always been.

These seem to be the natural propensities 
of the popularly elected, highly empowered 
legislature. Legislatures accommodate in-
tense preferences rather than median prefer-
ences in small matters as well as large—this 
is the realm of policy commandeering by spe-
cial-interest groups, where “[a]ssertion butts 
up against indifference, and assertion wins.”

There is a dynamic element as well: Mem-
bers come and go, each generation amending 
existing programs with idiosyncratic tweaks 
and new departures, leaving behind a com-

pounding profusion of overlapping and con-
flicting policies. Mayhew notes that there 
were 92 changes to Social Security benefit 
calculations between 1935 and 1990, and that 
as of 2001 there were at least 15 separate stu-
dent loan guarantee programs. In recent de-
cades, naming retirement savings programs 
seems to have become as popular as naming 
post offices. The result is not only incoherence 
but incomprehensibility. My own examples: 
most people have no idea of the rules and 
conditions governing programs such as So-
cial Security and Obamacare that affect them 
deeply; tax professionals frequently disagree 
on the calculation of tax liabilities; the provi-
sion of “guidance” through bureaucratic thick-
ets has become a growth industry.

Is our fine mess of a government a threat to 
its legitimacy and stability? Mayhew is not so 
sure. If Congress provides for every special in-
terest that walks through the door, it may cu-
mulatively satisfy the median voter after all. Its 
fondness for distributional micromanagement 
may have warded off schemes for government 
ownership that depend on businesslike man-
agement, thereby preserving our unusually 
wide space for private capitalism. Certainly, a 
strong representative legislature is perilous 
to the neutral, scientific administration pro-
pounded by Woodrow Wilson and still cel-
ebrated by progressive law professors. The 
best approach may be to permit Congress to 
delegate problems requiring instrumental ra-
tionality to the executive branch—so long as it 
retains, and employs, its prerogatives to pillory, 
interpose, and undelegate when the executive 
becomes too remote and high-handed.

Unfortunately, there is much to 
be said on the other side of the ques-
tion. Another word for messy is “in-

continent.” A government with a special pro-
gram for everyone may be politically stable for 
a time, but the resulting negative-sum econom-
ics block opportunity and improvement while 
providing abundant examples of official hypoc-
risy. An educated, affluent society such as ours 
demands that government do many things and 
solve many problems—and also expects it to 
perform with a modicum of competence and 
honesty. That may be more than Congress is 
equipped to deliver. In practice, its response 
has been paralysis: more delegation of politi-
cal hot potatoes to the executive, less oversight 
of executive excess, abandonment of budget-
ing and spending control, shorter work-weeks, 
more time on talk shows and social media, 
more pandering to ideological affinity groups.

Quite plausibly, the combination of incon-
tinence and incompetence is an important 

source of declining popular legitimacy. Amer-
icans have always been realistically skeptical 
about government, but lately we have become 
outright cynical and distrustful, and drain-
the-swamp populism has taken root. Our one 
remaining highly popular, thoroughly bipar-
tisan domestic enterprise is the debt-financed 
welfare state. But that is going to come to grief 
before long, absent a level of economic growth 
no serious economist thinks is in the cards. 
The comeuppance will be delegitimizing and 
conceivably destabilizing.

Congress’s recent abdications, il-
lustrated by the examples just given 
(there are more), have prompted two 

divergent movements for reform. The first 
would accept and accelerate congressional 
decline by embracing executive government—
through more and broader lawmaking delega-
tion, judicial doctrines to enhance executive 
discretion and autonomy, and procedures to 
give the president a formal role in introduc-
ing legislation and setting the congressional 
agenda. The second would aim to resuscitate 
Congress—through beefed-up professional 
staffs, new offices for regulatory and scientific 
analysis on the model of the Congressional 
Budget Office, more disciplined budgeting 
procedures, devolution of internal authority 
from party leaderships to policy committees, 
revision of the Senate’s filibuster and other 
supermajority rules, and judicial restrictions 
on delegation. (For more on congressional re-
form, see Joseph Postell’s “What’s the Matter 
with Congress” in the Spring 2018 CRB.)

The Imprint of Congress supplies valuable 
ammunition to the latter, congressional-em-
powerment movement, along with a critical 
caution. Revitalizing Congress could promote 
general checking and balancing, and the sev-
eral particular, beneficial imprints Mayhew 
has identified. But it could also give new im-
petus to messy, servile government, enrap-
tured by political distribution and indiffer-
ent to performance. So congressional reform 
needs to be coupled with measures for better 
results for the paying public. Congress will 
never be an engine of instrumental rationality, 
nor should it be. But its powers can be har-
nessed much more thoroughly to responsibili-
ty, and electoral representation to government 
performance and national well-being. That 
would be an impulse worthy of transnational 
emulation and, with time and luck perhaps, 
a new chapter in a second edition of David 
Mayhew’s splendid book.

Christopher DeMuth is a distinguished fellow at 
the Hudson Institute.
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Essay by William Voegeli

Thomas Sowell’s Inconvenient Truths

New york city’s vast public school 
system enrolls 1.1 million students, 
some 18,000 of whom attend nine 

“specialized” high schools, where the curricu-
lum is particularly rigorous and admission 
is both widely sought and highly competi-
tive. Stuyvesant, Bronx Science, and Brook-
lyn Tech are the oldest, largest, and most fa-
mous such institutions. Eight of these schools 
base admission decisions solely on applicants’ 
scores on the Specialized High School Ad-
missions Test (SHSAT), developed by an edu-
cation assessment company under contract 
to the New York school system, which began 
using it in 1971. (The ninth concentrates on 
art, music, and the performing arts. It admits 
students on the basis of portfolios or audi-
tions, since no standardized test can reliably 
identify those 13-year-olds who will, over the 
ensuing four years, turn out to be the most 
annoying.)

In June, New York Mayor Bill de Blasio 
called for his city’s schools to replace SHSAT 
with an admissions process relying on two 
measures: middle-school class rank, and 
scores on a test taken by every student in New 
York state. Using SHSAT is a “monumental 
injustice,” he contended, because blacks and 
Hispanics account for two thirds of all New 
York City public school students but only 
one tenth of those enrolled in the specialized 
high schools. For de Blasio, this gap shows 
that using SHSAT denies students “an equal 
chance to get into one of their city’s best high 
schools.” Under the admissions procedure the 
mayor has proposed, which cannot be imple-
mented without the New York state legisla-
ture’s approval, the specialized high schools 

will “start looking like New York City.” Black 
and Hispanic students, that is, would account 
for about 45% of enrollment, much higher 
than the current figure, though still only two 
thirds of their numbers in New York’s entire 
school system.

Tellingly, de Blasio treats SHSAT’s un-
representative outcome as proof that its use 
constitutes an unfair process. His reasoning 
applies to a specific situation the general prin-
ciple recently expressed by Ibram X. Kendi: 

“As an anti-racist, when I see racial dispari-
ties, I see racism.” Kendi, a historian who 
directs the Anti-Racist Research and Policy 
Center at American University, is the author 
of Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive 
History of Racist Ideas in America, which won 
a National Book Award in 2016. He recently 
wrote in the New York Times that “many rac-
ist Americans” resort to what he considers the 
only alternative explanation for racial dispari-
ties: “black inferiority.” In the same spirit, de 
Blasio writes that objections that his admis-
sions proposals will “lower the standard” at 
the specialized schools are based on a “narra-
tive” that not only “traps students in a grossly 
unfair environment,” but “actually blames 
them for it.”

Disparate Impact

The idea that disparities are 
guilty until proven innocent is cen-
tral to anti-discrimination law and 

politics. The Supreme Court’s 1971 decision 
in Griggs v. Duke Power Company held that 
employment criteria, such as completing 
high school or not having a criminal record, 

could be “neutral on their face, and even neu-
tral in terms of intent” but still constitute 
a discriminatory business practice. If a cri-
terion has a “disparate impact” that causes, 
say, more blacks than whites to be removed 
from the pool of job applicants, an employer 
can avoid legal jeopardy only by demonstrat-
ing that it has “a manifest relationship to the 
employment in question” or derives from a 

“business necessity.” Failure to meet this bur-
den of proof exposes an employer to charges 
of illegal discrimination on the basis of race, 
sex, national origin, etc.

The standard developed by court rulings 
and regulatory policies since Griggs is the 

“four-fifths rule.” If a minority group’s repre-
sentation at a workplace is less than 80% of 
its proportion in the local population, then 
the employer can be charged with illegal 
discrimination. Exoneration in those cir-
cumstances requires demonstrating that the 
personnel practices that yielded the unrepre-
sentative workforce meet the “manifest rela-
tionship” or “business necessity” test. Many 
employers choose, instead, to avoid the costs, 
risks, and bad publicity of litigation by set-
tling out of court, or preemptively altering 
their business practices to keep from trigger-
ing the four-fifths rule.

Clear thinking about demographic dispar-
ities begins with the recognition that when 
allocating a finite number of benefits, such 
as admission to a prestigious educational in-
stitution, the under-representation of some 
groups necessarily means the over-represen-
tation of others. And white students do in-
deed account for 24% of those enrolled in the 
schools employing SHSAT, despite being only 
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15% of New York City public school students. 
(The least youthful of New York’s major de-
mographic groups, non-Hispanic whites ac-
counted for 33.3% of the city’s population in 
the 2010 census.)

The real over-representation, however, is 
of Asians, 16% of all students citywide (and 
12.7% of the five boroughs’ total population) 
but 62% of those attending the specialized 
high schools. There is no evident way to ac-
count for this fact within de Blasio and Ken-
di’s framework. One logical possibility—that 
New York City is run by its Asian minority 
to the detriment of all other groups, the way 
South Africa was run by its white minority—
can be dismissed for lack of evidence. The 
alternative, however, is equally implausible: 
white New Yorkers are in charge of the city, 
where they implement policies that are inju-
rious to blacks and Hispanics, modestly ben-
eficial to themselves, but hugely advantageous 
to Asians. If whites did possess such power, 
surely they would be the main, or even sole, 
beneficiaries of the opportunities denied to 
other groups.

Asians’ over-representation in New York’s 
specialized high schools doesn’t prove that 
the current admissions system is the best 
one possible. But when a particular minority 
group, the object of animus and discrimina-
tion throughout much of American history, 
flourishes in an admissions process relying 
entirely on SHSAT, we must acknowledge 
the strong possibility that this test is given for 
meritocratic rather than racist purposes. If 
the over-representation of Asians in the spe-
cialized schools cannot be ascribed to favorit-
ism, either by them or by whites toward them, 
then to explain blacks and Hispanics’ under-
representation we must consider factors other 
than pervasive bias against those groups.

Reality Check

When economist thomas sow-
ell sees disparities, he, like Ibram 
Kendi, sees bias driven by hatred 

or ignorance. Unlike Kendi, however, Sowell 
sees other causes also at work. Sowell is the 
Rose and Milton Friedman Senior Fellow on 
Public Policy at Stanford University’s Hoover 
Institution, which is fitting, since he received 
his doctorate from the University of Chicago 
after studying with Milton Friedman. His 
45 books cover many topics, but a recurring 
subject is the nature and social effects of race, 
culture, and discrimination. Some of his most 
original and courageous work has examined 
this issue.

If every disparity is explained completely 
by prejudice, then a world without prejudice 

would be one without disparities, where 
each identifiable group is proportionally 
represented in every socioeconomic catego-
ry. Stuyvesant High School’s student body 
would be a demographic miniature of New 
York’s adolescent population—or, at least, 
every group’s representation at Stuyvesant 
would surpass 80% of its total in the city—
just as the inmates detained at Rikers Island 
or swells listed in the Social Register would 
be demographic miniatures of the city’s 

incomes, and occupy a different place in the 
social hierarchy.”

Kendi and de Blasio might reply that these 
differences simply demonstrate the ubiquity 
and power of discrimination, but Sowell be-
lieves the world offers too many counterexam-
ples disputing this conclusion. He notes that 
Malaysia’s ethnic Chinese minority, presently 
about a quarter of the country’s population, is 
politically weak but economically powerful. 
In the 1960s, for example, students from this 
minority group earned more than 400 de-
grees in engineering, while students from the 
Malay majority earned just four. Sowell’s new 
book, Discrimination and Disparities, points 
out that from 1950 to 2000, Jews—less than 
1% of global population, and the objects of ha-
tred and abuse in many parts of the world for 
centuries—received 22% of the Nobel Prizes 
in chemistry and 32% in both medicine and 
physics.

Other than discrimination, what could ac-
count for such disparities among groups? A 
fair summary of Sowell’s work since his third 
book, Race and Economics, was published 43 
years ago, would be reality—economic, histor-
ical, and anthropological. Sowell is profound-
ly skeptical of the pat idea that every disparity 
constitutes prima facie evidence of injustice 
and oppression. Any such assumption, he ar-
gues, disregards the myriad ways that human 
variety and freedom generate widely divergent 
outcomes.

Cosmic Injustice

Many differences begin, liter-
ally, at home. Discrimination and 
Disparities cites one study show-

ing that those born first in their families were 
more likely to be National Merit Scholar-
ship finalists than all their younger siblings 
combined, even in families with as many as 
five children. Similarly, 22 of the 29 original 
astronauts in the Apollo program were their 
family’s oldest (or only) child. “If there is not 
equality of outcomes among people born to 
the same parents and raised under the same 
roof,” Sowell asks, “why should equality of 
outcomes be expected—or assumed—when 
conditions are not nearly so comparable?”

At the other end of the scale from inti-
mate family relationships, tectonic geopoliti-
cal forces acting over centuries also generate 
relentless pressures that increase inequality, 
often in ways so elemental that it is hard to 
step back far enough to see them. Two mil-
lennia ago, according to Intellectuals and Race, 
the people of western Europe suffered “ruth-
less slaughters” and “brutal oppressions” not 
visited upon those in eastern Europe, who 
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adult population. This proportionality isn’t 
the rule, Sowell argues, and it’s not even an 
exception: there’s no clear evidence that the 
standard we are supposed to judge by, and 
strive for, has ever existed anywhere. In Intel-
lectuals and Race (2013) Sowell cites politi-
cal scientist Myron Weiner’s assessment of 

“the universality of ethnic inequality,” which 
holds that, “All multi-ethnic societies exhibit 
a tendency for ethnic groups to engage in dif-
ferent occupations, have different levels (and, 
often, types) of education, receive different 
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were never forcibly incorporated into the 
Roman Empire. One result, however, was 
that the western Europeans’ descendants ac-
quired an enormous advantage vis-à-vis east-
ern Europeans: written Latin provided an 
alphabet the peoples ruled by Rome adapted, 
which brought literacy to western Europe 
long before its advent farther east. This head 
start in using written languages conferred a 
massive advantage in the retention and ac-
cumulation of knowledge, which helped the 
West develop such civilizational multipliers 
as coins, paved streets, castles, and printing 
presses centuries before they appeared in 
eastern Europe.

By the same token, Sowell argues, the pov-
erty and strife endured by the people of sub-
Saharan Africa, and their descendants in 
the New World, have causes beyond slavery 
and colonialism. (And, he has pointed out in 
many writings, slavery and subjugation were 
ubiquitous around the world and throughout 
recorded history, rather than a unique dep-
redation visited by Europeans on the indig-
enous people of what is now called the Third 
World.) Africa, separated from the rest of 
the world by enormous oceans and a desert 
larger than the continental United States, 
suffered acutely from geographical isolation, 
thereby limiting its peoples’ exposure to, and 
adaptations of, useful innovations. Other 
isolating factors included “a dearth of navi-
gable waterways within sub-Saharan Africa, 
as well as a dearth of natural harbors, [and] 
the difficulties of maintaining draft animals 
because of the disease-carrying tsetse fly.” 
Geography isolated Africans not only from 
the outside world but from one another. One 
result, Sowell notes, is that Africa accounts 
for one tenth of the world’s people but one 
third of its languages.

One of Sowell’s most clarifying distinc-
tions is between social justice and cosmic jus-
tice. Slavery and Jim Crow were, clearly, mas-
sive social injustices. Some people subjected 
others to injurious, humiliating treatment, 
practices that those who inflicted the wounds 
would never voluntarily submit to themselves. 
The least censorious but also least contestable 
thing to be said about such cruel depredations 
is that they were unfair.

It makes no sense, however, to say that it is 
either fair or unfair to be a sibling other than 
the oldest, deprived of undivided parental 
attention in one’s earliest years. Or to come 
from an economic and cultural background 
shaped by the reality of acquiring literacy 
centuries after other peoples had done so. Or 
to be descended from people who were geo-
graphically isolated and suffered the result-
ing consequences. These are cosmic injustices, 

not social ones. To call such burdens unfair 
requires a principle that all people, in all times 
and places, should start life with a full and 
equal allotment of every kind of advantage 
that families, communities, and civilizations 
can bestow. We can hardly hope to compre-
hend this standard of fairness, much less de-
vise any practical plan for realizing it.

It’s hard to apportion causality between 
social and cosmic injustices for a particular 
disparity, such as that between the median 
household incomes of black and white Ameri-
cans, or their respective high school comple-
tion rates. Sowell’s complaint is that those, 
like de Blasio and Kendi, who effectively in-
sist that social injustice explains 100% of any 
disparity and cosmic injustice accounts for 
0%, assume we could look around the world 
and across time to see people in general living 
the same way, wanting the same things, and 
pursuing them with identical degrees of skill 
and determination. The mountain of evidence 
to the contrary, however, argues for the pro-
found, ongoing impact of causes other than 
social injustice.

The past, according to Intellectuals and Race, 
“is as much beyond our control as the geo-
graphic settings and historic happenstances 
that have left not only different individuals 
or races, but whole nations and civilizations, 
with very different heritages.” These heritages, 
mutable but also powerful, cannot simply be 
exchanged for other sets of habits and disposi-
tions. Sowell quotes historian Ulrich Bonnell 
Phillips: “We do not live in the past, but the 
past in us.” There is, moreover, no plausible 
reason to believe the comforting axiom that 
all civilizations are created equal, in the sense 
that each one leaves the people it has shaped 
identically equipped to flourish in any and ev-
ery historical setting. 

Culture Club

In civil rights: rhetoric or reality? 
(1984), Sowell anticipated Kendi’s either/
or proposition: “The civil rights vision 

tends to dichotomize the spectrum of pos-
sible reasons for group differences into (1) dis-
crimination and (2) innate inferiority.” Sowell 
has argued in many writings for a third pos-
sibility: culture, derived from adaptations 
to the circumstances the world presented to 
a particular people in a particular time and 
place. Intellectuals and Race defines cultures as 

“whole ways of life,” which sounds too encom-
passing to serve as an analytical concept. In 
Race And Culture: A World View (1994), Sow-
ell focuses on something more limited and 
useable: “those aspects of culture which pro-
vide the material requirements of life itself—www.upress.virginia.edu
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the specific skills, general work habits, saving 
propensities, and attitudes towards education 
and entrepreneurship—in short, what econo-
mists call ‘human capital.’” Taking discrimi-
nation, innate differences, and culture as in-
dependent variables to explain the disparities 
in New York’s specialized high schools, we 
would seek and weigh evidence that: 1) the 
admissions process is biased against blacks 
and Hispanics but in favor of Asians and, to a 
lesser extent, whites; 2) Asian teenagers pos-
sess more innate scholastic ability than whites, 
who in turn possess more than blacks and 
Hispanics; and 3) Asians’ skills, habits, and 
attitudes toward education give them a signif-
icant cultural advantage vis-à-vis whites, and 
an even bigger one compared to blacks and 
Hispanics.

Discrimination and Disparities emphasizes 
one factor that can derive from each of these 
three causes: particular groups have differ-
ent attainments because they often have dif-
ferent aspirations. There are, Sowell writes, 

“inescapable differences” in “what individuals 
and groups want to do, and are prepared to 
prioritize.” In 1950, 6% of America’s doc-
tors were women. In 2018 the figure is 34%, 
and certain to continue increasing. Accord-
ing to the Association of American Medical 
Colleges, in 2016-17 women accounted for 

45.8% of the students in “active residencies,” 
the final stage in medical training in which a 
doctor selects a specialty before beginning a 
career.

The advent of gender parity among doc-
tors does not, however, translate into parity 
within medical subfields. Men accounted for 
85.1% of the residents in orthopedic surgery, 
73.9% in diagnostic radiology, 68.1% in nu-
clear medicine, and 64.7% in anesthesiology. 
Women were 82.7% of all residents specializ-
ing in obstetrics and gynecology, 73% of those 
in pediatrics, 64.4% in dermatology, and 55% 
in family medicine.

Advocates for each of Sowell’s explana-
tory categories can interpret these dispari-
ties as vindicating their own assessment. 
Perhaps, despite overall parity, the medical 
education process still discriminates on the 
basis of sex, inducing men to pursue some 
specialties and women others. Or, possibly, 
men and women have natural differences 
that shape the trajectories of their medical 
careers. In 2017, Google fired one of its engi-
neers, James Damore, for writing an internal 
memo that some of his colleagues and supe-
riors considered sexist. One of its assertions 
was, “Women on average show a higher in-
terest in people and men in things.” This con-
tention, however troglodytic one might find 

it, really is a useable description of the skills 
and interests that set obstetricians and pe-
diatricians apart from surgeons, radiologists, 
and anesthesiologists.

Finally, it may be that men and women’s 
different preferences and aptitudes are cul-
turally conditioned rather than innate. “A 
just future would be one without gender,” 
feminist philosopher Susan Moller Okin 
wrote in 1989. “In social structures and prac-
tices, one’s sex would have no more relevance 
than one’s eye color or the length of one’s 
toes.” She goes on to describe that future as 
one where men and women participate “in 
more or less equal numbers in every sphere 
of life, from infant care to different kinds 
of paid work to high-level politics.” We may 
safely conclude that to realize this vision will 
require changed laws and practices, but also 
new attitudes and habits. (Whether we want 
to realize it, and whether there is any an-
thropological basis for thinking we can, are 
separate questions.) If men care about things 
and women about people, for example, mak-
ing gender obsolescent would require that 
we set ourselves against any assumption that 
they do so because men and women are that 
way, and proceed to identify and eliminate 
every socialization process that causes them 
to become that way.
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Just Google It

One reason sowell rejects the 
equation of disparities with dis-
crimination is that such analyses 

ignore, as he says in his most recent book 
(published just before he turned 88), “the cost 
of discrimination to the discriminator.” Ignor-
ing this cost means disregarding the ways 
discrimination is self-curtailing, a quality 
that increases the likelihood disparities re-
sult from other causes. It is true, for example, 
that blacks applying for home mortgage loans 
are rejected more frequently than white ap-
plicants. Ascribing this disparity to racism, 
however, ignores the inconvenient fact that 
black-owned banks reject black mortgage ap-
plicants at a higher rate than white-owned 
banks do. (Nor can this finding be ascribed to 
an apples-to-oranges comparison, skewed be-
cause riskier black borrowers apply to black-
owned banks. A 1997 study published in the 
Journal of Financial Services Research, and 
cited in Discrimination and Disparities, found 
that “black-owned banks are more likely than 
white-owned banks to reject similarly situ-
ated black applicants.”) And, like New York’s 
specialized high schools, banks in general 
reject white mortgage applicants at a higher 
rate than Asian ones. These facts argue that 
objective realities rather than subjective prej-
udices explain the mortgage application rate 
disparity, at least in significant part.

In the same way, the de Blasio-Kendi 
framework disregards the benefit of non-
discrimination to the non-discriminator. 
Google’s workforce, for example, is highly 
unrepresentative of the American popula-
tion, especially in its technological depart-
ments, where 41.1% of the employees are 
Asian, 21.4% are women, 2.8% are Hispan-
ic, and 1.5% are black. Judging by Google’s 
stated intentions, these disparities cannot 
be ascribed to prejudice or callous indiffer-
ence. One corporate vice president is the 
company’s Chief Diversity and Inclusion Of-
ficer. Google boasts that it has made parental 
benefits gender-neutral and that 84% of its 

“people managers have taken Unconscious 
Bias training.” In firing James Damore after 
his memo about diversity at Google became 
public, CEO Sundar Pichai said, “To sug-
gest a group of our colleagues have traits that 
make them less biologically suited to [their] 
work is offensive and not OK. It is contrary 
to our basic values and our Code of Conduct.”

And yet all this earnestness appears to be 
having results that are just north of negligible, 
consistent with Sowell’s deadpan rule that 
there is “no necessary correlation between 
what people say and what they do.” The com-

pany reports that between 2014 and 2017 the 
proportion of its tech hires who were women 
increased from 20.8% to 24.5%. At that rate, 
women won’t account for half of Google’s tech 
hires until after 2030, which means it will 
take many years beyond 2030 for women to 
constitute half of its tech staff. The proportion 
of tech hires who are black has soared from 
1.9% to 2.0%.

Perhaps Google goes on and on about di-
versity and inclusion as part of a deliberate, 
cynical attempt to distract from, and perpetu-
ate, its discriminatory practices. Or, perhaps, 
the company is sincere but feckless, genuinely 
baffled about how to pursue its diverse, inclu-
sive aspirations.

The least plausible explanation is that 
Google can’t look after itself, and needs 
Unconscious Bias trainers to keep it from 
missing the big profits to be had by hiring 
and retaining a highly skilled, highly diverse 
workforce. In the decade after the firm went 
public in 2004, its adjusted share price in-
creased by over 1,000%, compared to rough-
ly 100% for the S&P 500, and its gross rev-

if it were correct there would be tangible 
evidence for it, not just hypothetical specu-
lation about it. There would be, that is, at 
least one other technology company, some-
where, that realized it could flourish by hir-
ing a tech workforce that looks like America, 
not like Google. That company, perceiving 
the opportunity others missed or disdained, 
would have made a fortune by availing itself 
of the reserve army of able, ambitious, and 
underemployed female, black, and Hispanic 
software engineers.

The technology industry is not famously 
diffident about seizing opportunities to 
make fortunes, yet this diverse, inclusive, 
and obscenely profitable company has yet 
to be created. According to a recent diver-
sity ranking of 100 tech companies, exactly 
one, Everlane, has gender parity in its tech 
workforce—seven men and seven women. 
(In 2017 total employment at Google’s par-
ent company, Alphabet, was 88,110.) Only 
nine other firms had a tech workforce that 
was at least 30% female. Sixty-eight of the 
100 companies, by contrast, had a smaller 
proportion of female tech employees than 
Google’s 21.4%. And in only 12 of the 100 
companies did the proportion of tech em-
ployees who were black exceed 5%.

There’s a further reason to doubt that the 
tech industry looks so unlike America due 
to sexism and racism, rather than meritoc-
racy. Technology is not one of those fields 
where the importance of interpersonal rela-
tionships gives more diverse organizations 
an advantage over less diverse ones. A police 
department or public school district in an 
ethnically diverse city might reasonably and 
justifiably seek a workforce demographically 
similar to the population it serves, hoping to 
strengthen relationships with all members 
of the community. Similarly, a realtor or 
car dealership with black or Hispanic cus-
tomers might well conclude that it would be 
profitable to hire more black and Hispanic 
salespeople.

A computer, by contrast, knows nothing 
about the demographic characteristics of the 
person who wrote the software it runs. The 
program either works or it doesn’t. The fact 
that no technology firm has succeeded in 
hiring a workforce that looks like America 
strongly suggests that the large numbers of 
exceptionally talented black, Hispanic, and 
female programmers whose existence is pos-
ited by the industry’s fulsome rhetoric about 
diversity and inclusion…are just not out there. 
Until that changes, if it ever does, the cam-
paign for a more diverse, inclusive tech indus-
try necessarily entails a trade-off: accepting 
a less skilled workforce in order to employ 

enue grew 20-fold, from $800 million to $16 
billion. A defining feature of the technology 
industry is that personnel practices are cen-
tral to any competitive advantage. All a firm’s 
productive assets, that is, are its people. Ad-
vantages such as mineral deposits or access 
to shipping lanes don’t matter. Despite per-
sonnel practices that, by its own standards, 
have abjectly failed to achieve diversity and 
inclusion, Google has gone from being two 
Stanford doctoral students’ research project 
in 1996 to having its recently created par-
ent company, Alphabet, ranked 22nd on the 
Fortune 500.

Of course, had Google’s personnel prac-
tices been more diverse and inclusive all 
along—giving it the benefit of larger num-
bers of superb but undervalued female, black, 
and Hispanic tech employees, while saddling 
it with fewer B-plus but overvalued male, 
white, and Asian ones—the company might 
be ranked even higher on the Fortune 500, 
and its initial investors would own more and 
bigger yachts and mansions. The best reason 
to doubt this counterfactual scenario is that 

One of Sowell's most 
clarifying distinctions

is between social justice
and cosmic justice.
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a more demographically representative one. 
The notorious Damore memo may have been 
contrary to Google’s basic values, but it re-
flected very accurately the company’s actual 
practices in response to the basic talent-pool 
realities it confronts, ones that no amount of 
Unconscious Bias training will alter.

The Liberal Project

Sowell argues that one reason 
social injustice is over-diagnosed, and 
social justice remedies over-prescribed, 

is that the whole concept of discrimination 
harbors a basic ambiguity. The word “dis-
criminate” derives from the Latin one “dis-
criminare,” which the Oxford English Dic-
tionary translates as “to divide, separate, to 
distinguish, differentiate.” In English, the 
term has come to encompass two opposite 
meanings: to make relevant, justifiable dis-
tinctions and, alternatively, to make irrel-
evant, even invidious, ones. We use the for-
mer sense when saying, with approval, that 
a wine expert has a discriminating palate, 
or an orchestra conductor a discriminating 
sense of tempo and dynamics. The second, 
disapproving sense of the term means, ac-
cording to Sowell, “treating people negatively, 
based on arbitrary assumptions or aversions 
concerning individuals of a particular race or 
sex, for example.” 

This central ambiguity about discrimina-
tion helps explain why those who oppose it 
routinely equate making distinctions with 
making unfair distinctions. As Sowell writes, 
the “implicit assumption that there would 
be no disparate outcomes unless there were 
disparate treatment” is “almost impervious to 
evidence.” To see disparities and immediately 
see racism (or sexism, ethnocentrism, ho-
mophobia, etc.) comes naturally to those who 
work from the assumption that no disparity 
ever has an innocent explanation.

This disposition, in turn, results from sin-
cere zealotry rather than cynical or obtuse 
misinterpretations of the facts. In a debate 
with author Sam Harris about whether it 
is intellectually and morally licit to inves-
tigate genetic causes for racial differences, 
Ezra Klein of Vox.com said that to entertain 
this hypothesis would reassure those who 
have given up on furthering black progress 
through social policies. If people come to 
think that problems like high black poverty 
rates result from causes that are, in Klein’s 
phrase, “immutable,” then their reaction will 
be:

This is not on us, white America, or 
America broadly, and we don’t have to 

kind of feel so bad. We can embrace 
the politics of difference. We can begin 
removing some of these social supports. 
Don’t need to have as much affirmative 
action. Don’t need this employment 
nondiscrimination stuff. We can cut 
the size of the social welfare state.

This assertion is different from saying that 
decent people cannot consider the questions 
raised by books like Richard Herrnstein and 
Charles Murray’s The Bell Curve (1994), or 
the recently published Who We Are and How 
We Got Here by geneticist David Reich, lest 
doing so legitimize the beliefs of scientific rac-
ists and eugenicists. That is, in itself, a dubi-
ous epistemological rule: evidence in support 
of proposition x might make bad people feel 
vindicated; therefore, x is false. A 1973 aca-
demic conference asserted, for example, that 
the possibility that heredity accounts for 
some portion of the differences between races 
is, in the New York Times’s summary, “unfit 
to discuss.” One speaker, historian Garland 
Allen, “said he believed in academic freedom, 
but only in conjunction with the ideas of the 
local community. ‘It should be like what goes 
on in China,’ he said”—at the height of the 
Cultural Revolution.

Klein’s point, rather, is that the liberal proj-
ect carried forward since Lyndon Johnson’s 
Great Society must not be undermined. That 
project was to use activist government’s entire 
toolkit to help all Americans, but especially 
those who had been excluded or deprived 
prior to the civil rights movement and the 
other great egalitarian crusades of the 1960s. 
This quest for what historian Samuel Moyn 
calls “a fully inclusive social compact” will be 
undermined if people come to believe that the 
inequalities we see today result from cosmic 
injustices, which would mean that the story 
culminating in our present circumstances 
has no villains. And if no one’s actions caused 
today’s disparities, then it’s unlikely that any-
one’s actions can cure them.

Klein fears that if people come to view the 
disparities the liberal project exists to reduce 
as the consequences of anything other than 
past and present discrimination (of the in-
vidious kind), people’s feelings of guilt and 
moral responsibility will diminish. As they 
do, the liberal project’s political support will 
come to rest heavily, and precariously, on 
motives of altruism and enlightened self-in-
terest. It’s imperative, then, that whites not 
be “let off the hook” for disparities disadvan-
tageous to blacks, which is the effect of con-
sidering causes other than discrimination as 
the source of those disparities. By extension, 
straight white males must not be let off the 

hook for disparities disadvantageous to any 
American outside their diminishing ranks. 
This, the entirety of America’s inequalities, is 
on them, all of it, and they must be made to 
feel very, very bad.

All or Nothing

As an african-american, sowell 
has a basis to resent theories about 
blacks’ innate cognitive shortcom-

ings, virtually all of whose proponents are 
European-Americans. But his review, pub-
lished in the American Spectator in February 
1995, called The Bell Curve “very sober, very 
thorough, and very honest.” Sowell accepts 
Herrnstein and Murray’s presentation of 
data supporting and opposing the idea of a 
genetic basis for black-white I.Q. differences, 
and subsequent declaration that they are “ag-
nostic” on the question.

Sowell is more skeptical than agnostic. 
He treats the question of innate differences 
between groups as far from answered, and 
possibly not answerable, given the analyti-
cal tools presently available. It is, nonethe-
less, askable. His review emphasized that 
I.Q. scores have increased significantly over 
the past several decades, too brief a period 
for genetic changes to account for the phe-
nomenon. As The Bell Curve points out, the 
15-point I.Q. gap between whites and blacks 
is comparable to the gap between whites 
today and those tested two generations ago. 
For Sowell, the fact that “the average level 
of mental test performance has changed 
very significantly for whole populations over 
time,” along with evidence that “particular 
ethnic groups within the population have 
changed their relative position” on the rank-
ing of test score results, “undermines the case 
for a genetic explanation of interracial I.Q. 
differences.” 

Sowell clearly believes that culture, as it 
affects the development of human capital, is 
a better candidate for explaining inter-group 
differences than either discrimination or ge-
netics. The “high correlation between the 
amount of work that different groups put 
into their education and the quality of their 
outcomes does not bode well for theories of 
genetic determinism,” he writes in Discrimina-
tion and Disparities. “When we find some race 
whose lazy students get educational results 
superior to the results of hard-working stu-
dents in other races, this would be evidence 
supporting that hypothesis, but such evi-
dence does not seem to be available.” Asians’ 
over-representation in New York’s special-
ized high schools would come as no surprise 
to Sowell, especially given the proliferation 
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of test preparation centers in the city’s Asian 
neighborhoods. The Asian American Achieve-
ment Paradox (2015), by Jennifer Lee and Min 
Zhou, points out that the culture of academic 
achievement among Asian-Americans is so 
vigorous that a student who brings home a 
report card with an A-minus is said to have 
received “the Asian F.”

One might suppose that cultural deter-
minism would be accepted as a more respect-
ful explanation of disparities than genetic 
determinism. To the contrary. If there is 
some hereditary basis for disparities disad-
vantageous to blacks, not only is it futile to 
devise remedies but also to assign blame…to 
anyone, white or black. Cultural determin-
ism, however, ascribes agency to disadvan-
taged American groups, which necessarily 
recognizes responsibility and the possibility 
of blame as well. For sociologist Michael Eric 
Dyson, President Obama’s 2013 address at 
historically black Morehouse College warned 
its students “against using racism as an excuse 
for failure,” and condemned “black pathology, 
such as absentee fathers.” Such admonitions, 
Dyson lamented, were seen by white Ameri-
ca as “heroic battles against black deficiency.” 
Another black public intellectual, Ta-Nehisi 
Coates, dismisses as “lazy” any cultural ex-
planation for disparate outcomes that leave 
blacks worse off than whites.

The great problem with the Morehouse 
speech and the Obama presidency in gen-
eral, wrote Dyson, was the failure to “speak 
of race in a way that holds whites even par-
tially responsible for black suffering.” As it is 
for Ezra Klein, the imperative becomes not to 
let whites off the hook. By contrast, ascribing 
every disparity adverse to blacks entirely in 
terms of discrimination holds whites wholly 
responsible for black suffering. Necessarily, 
then, it absolves blacks of any responsibil-
ity for such suffering, or any need to pursue 
changes other than demanding that whites 
renounce their advantages, as in the jihad 
against “white privilege” or Coates’s advocacy 
of huge monetary reparations for slavery and 
segregation. 

If all disparities are explained by discrim-
ination, and all Americans fit into one of just 
two categories—victims of discrimination, 
or perpetrators and beneficiaries of it—this 
all-or-nothing frame for determining moral 
responsibility becomes inevitable. Unfortu-
nately, so does a war between republicanism 
and pluralism. Ibram Kendi urges us to sup-
plant the flawed principle that all men are 
created equal with the “perfectly egalitar-
ian” declaration that “all human groups are 
equal.” This, he says, “is the creed of anti-
racism. All human groups are biologically 
and behaviorally equal; they are all on the 

same level despite their physical and cultural 
differences.”

This dictate about group equality, however, 
nullifies rather than enhances the principle 
of human equality. A nation dedicated to the 
proposition that all behaviors and cultures are 
to be regarded as equal forecloses the prospect 
of justified pride in order to banish the possibil-
ity of self-reproach. If their behaviors and cul-
tures lead some groups to different levels than 
others, there must be endless, fevered efforts to 
keep everyone at the same level, as in Mayor de 
Blasio’s idea that proportional results are the 
sole criterion defining a fair process. This con-
ception of equality sets it against, and demands 
that it prevail against, freedom. Constant state 
interventions will be needed to minimize the 
consequences, good and bad, of individuals’ 
choices, habits, and dispositions. For the sake 
of group equality, the disciplined, responsible, 
and ambitious will be penalized so that those 
who can’t or won’t manifest these qualities are 
rewarded. The result, concludes Thomas Sow-
ell in his series of luminous books, written over 
the course of a long and very American life, will 
be an ever less free and democratic nation 
that will be hard to sustain and impossible 
to admire.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books.
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Book Review by Helen Andrews

Inconspicuous Consumption
The Sum of Small Things: A Theory of the Aspirational Class, by Elizabeth Currid-Halkett.

Princeton University Press, 272 pages, $29.95

Nobody buys china sets anymore. 
Americans spend less money on 
china and porcelain than they did 

20 years ago—both in absolute terms and as 
a share of their incomes—across every social 
class, from the bottom quintile to the One 
Percent. This is one of many facts contained 
in the Consumer Expenditure Survey, a data 
set collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
that can tell you everything from “the units of 
cornflakes the average Minnesotan consumes 
to how much money a New Yorker spends on 
shoes.” This data is the raw material for The 
Sum of Small Things: A Theory of the Aspira-
tional Class by Elizabeth Currid-Halkett, a 
professor of public policy at the University of 
Southern California.

Her central finding is that today’s upper 
class spends less on “conspicuous consump-
tion” (jewelry, cars, clothes) and more on “in-
conspicuous consumption” (organic groceries, 
CrossFit memberships, labor-intensive par-
enting). Who are the “aspirational class” of 
the subtitle? Well, white people spend more 
on inconspicuous goods than blacks and His-
panics with equivalent incomes, while blacks 
and Hispanics spend more on conspicuous 
goods. Residents of big cities spend more on 
inconspicuous consumption than those in 
small cities. In other words, the people who 
make up the “aspirational class” are exactly 
who you think they are: urban-dwelling, rich, 

well-educated white people. They’re the ladies 
who brunch.

What does the shift to more 
discreet forms of status-signaling 
say about society’s values, priori-

ties, and the way we live now? Currid-Halkett 
evidently believes that it means today’s ruling 
class is, compared to its predecessors, just bet-
ter. Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure 
Class (1899) condemned the Gilded Age rich 
for lavishing their money on “conspicuous 
consumption” that was pointless at best and 
in some cases deliberately counterproductive. 
The purpose of a corset, according to Veblen, 
was to advertise the fact that a woman could 
afford to constrain her movement and limit 
her lung capacity because she did not need to 
work. “The wealthy of the twenty-first century 
are far savvier and more sensible than Veblen’s 
leisure class—they are channeling money into 
education, and goods and services that save 
them time and provide a better quality of life,” 
she writes. “Caring about where things come 
from, supporting local farmers, making home 
cooked meals, investing in education rather 
than handbags are certainly more construc-
tive and establish better value systems than 
the flashy consumer culture of the 1980s and 
early 2000s.” 

A rather self-serving conclusion, one might 
think—and Currid-Halkett leaves no doubt 

that she is herself a member of the class she is 
discussing. Her personal anecdotes take place 
in settings like Whole Foods and prenatal yoga 
class. Even more incriminating is her tendency 
to lapse into credulous catalogue-speak when 
describing the brands under analysis. For ex-
ample, she claims that Marc by Marc Jacobs, 
the high-end designer’s more affordable dif-
fusion line, “may not be made with the same 
tailoring or quality of materials as the flagship 
brand,” but it does “capture the bohemianism 
and subversiveness that has made the designer 
so celebrated and revered.” No one would use 
the word “revered” about a fashion designer 
who was not speaking for herself.

The author’s immersion in the world of 
yoga moms is so obvious that the book some-
times seems like a sociological pretext for 
writing about the things she spends all her 
time thinking about anyway. This is a suspi-
cion raised by much of what gets written—
mostly by women, it must be said—about 
class and parenting in magazines like the At-
lantic and Slate. The authors claim to be dis-
cussing grand questions like whether women 
can have it all, when really they are just obey-
ing the old dictum to write what you know, 
which in their case is Lululemon yoga pants 
and Ergobaby carriers. This is frankly a step 
down from 1950s mommy lit like Please Don’t 
Eat the Daisies and Life Among the Savages. 
Those earlier women were funnier and did 
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not take themselves so seriously, even though 
Shirley Jackson, who wrote serious novels as 
well as Life Among the Savages, was far more 
genuinely intellectual than contemporary 
mommy-wars writers like Sandra Tsing Loh 
or Caitlin Flanagan.

To bolster her cheerleading for 
her own class, Currid-Halkett cites 
social-scientific studies purporting to 

give objective proof that upper-class folkways 
are superior. One British study found a cor-
relation between breastfeeding and social 
mobility, which, according to Currid-Halkett, 

“suggest[s] that the combination of particular 
nutrients in breast milk along with the skin-
to-skin mother-child bonding improves neu-
rological development and emotional stress 
levels, thus enabling a child to thrive and sub-
sequently move up the social ladder.”

That all sounds terribly convincing, except 
that breastfeeding’s class valence used to be 
reversed. Breastfeeding used to be the lower-
class method, with formula or wet-nursing 
preferred by the middle-class and wealthy. 
The same is true of C-sections, which until 30 
years ago were more commonly performed on 
the poor. The variability of these class associa-
tions makes one wonder whether the scientific 
establishment isn’t just coming up with plau-
sible justifications for the consumer prefer-
ences of the socially prestigious.

Currid-Halkett finds it easy to take the 
new elite’s superiority for granted, because 
she knows nothing about the ruling classes 
of the past. She frequently alludes to the 
dark days before the meritocracy when sta-
tus depended on “property held for genera-
tions,” “land ownership,” and “birthright.” 
(The word “birthright” appears six times 
in the first 25 pages; Currid-Halkett really 
does not like the idea of inherited privilege.) 
Those nasty old WASPs wasted their money 
on conspicuous consumption that was prized 
for its very pointlessness, and enforced arbi-
trary codes of “manners,” the acquisition of 
which “was often possible only for those who 
led a life of leisure.” 

To call this a caricature would be giving 
it too much credit; caricatures exaggerate 
qualities that their targets actually possess. 
The WASPs were not obsessed with “birth-
right.” The quality they valued most highly 

was character, as anyone would know who 
had read Louis Auchincloss, or for that mat-
ter Owen Johnson’s early 20th-century novel 
Stover at Yale. E. Digby Baltzell demonstrat-
ed in The Protestant Establishment (1964) that 
the WASP elite always integrated new blood 
with every generation, scholarship boys from 
the Midwest and bright Jewish immigrants 
from the East Coast. If there was a limit on 
the number of aspirants admitted each year, 
it was only because the successful accultura-
tion of newcomers, and the maintenance of 
existing WASP norms, depended on a critical 
mass of the old elite staying in place.

Manners, too, are the very opposite of what 
Currid-Halkett says they are. She claims that 
they are nothing more than a way of signal-
ing that one is rich enough to have the leisure 
time to study etiquette. In fact, good manners 
used to be prized by all classes, possibly even 
more by the lowest than the highest. “Good 
manners cost nothing,” as my grandmother 
used to say. I thought everyone’s grandmother 
did.

The new meritocratic elite “talk[s] about 
ideas, not stuff,” Currid-Halkett says. Here, 
at least, her strike at the old aristocracy hits 
home. Their topics of conversation were nev-
er intellectual. John P. Marquand, an even 
WASPier novelist than Auchincloss, makes 
the same observation in H.M. Pulham, Es-
quire (1941). The titular character, an old-
fashioned Boston businessman, attends a 
party full of new Harvard men, the kind who 
chose careers in advertising and journalism 
rather than banking. “Upstairs after dinner 
all the men were taking about collective bar-
gaining and about farm allotments,” he re-
cords. “[B]ut we were all simply paraphrasing 
what we had read somewhere, and the one 
who had read the most books was the best 
talker.” When the party is over, his wife asks 
whether he enjoyed the fact that “ just for a 
change…we happened to be talking with 
interesting people.” Pulham says—showing 
the greater wisdom, perhaps—that he would 
rather have played bridge.

Does currid-halkett have any-
thing bad to say about the new elite? 
She has just one complaint, which she 

repeats again and again whenever she senses 
that she is sounding too self-satisfied: inequality. 

[T]he choice to be a better, more in-
volved parent, exercise more, read more 
newspapers, probably does make us 
healthier, happier, and more engaged 
members of society. 

But we cannot lose sight of the ex-
tent to which these practices are not 
even an option for huge segments of so-
ciety. They are obviously not choices for 
the poor, the near-poor, and even huge 
swathes of the middle class.

This exaggerated sensitivity to inequality is 
even more self-flattering than unadulterated 
praise would be, because it assumes that the 
lower orders, if they could do so, would spend 
their time and money the way Currid-Halkett 
and her friends do. In her chapter on par-
enting, she lists a range of things California 
moms splurge on, including postnatal swim 
classes and mother-baby Mandarin instruc-
tion, then notes with sadness, “These are not 
the things…low-income moms are fretting 
about, even if they wish they could.” Do they 
wish they could? If you offered them a free 
course in Magda Gerber’s Research for Infant 
Educarers® (RIE) method—which promises 
to “discover your baby’s unique personality”—
lower-class mothers might just laugh. 

If I may, I’d like to volunteer some criti-
cisms of the new upper class, since Currid-
Halkett can’t think of any. Their vaunted 
intellectual superiority is amazingly su-
perficial. Even graduates of elite schools no 
longer know basic facts about the American 
Founding and World War II, though they 
may know what was in Paul Krugman’s last 
column or Ta-Nehisi Coates’s last cover sto-
ry, for all the intellectual benefit that confers. 
Their casual approach to clothes, which Cur-
rid-Halkett finds so refreshing, can be hard 
to distinguish from sheer laziness. Ten years 
ago, at brunch time, the sidewalk cafes of 
Dupont Circle or the Upper East Side were 
full of women in lovely floral dresses. Now 
most of the brunch-goers I see are wearing 
sweatpants. Some haven’t even bothered to 
change out of their pajamas. If that is the al-
ternative, I would prefer a little conspicuous 
consumption.

Helen Andrews is a Robert Novak Journalism 
Fellow at the Fund for American Studies.
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Book Review by R. Shep Melnick

Red Ink
The High Cost of Good Intentions: A History of U.S. Federal Entitlement Programs,

by John F. Cogan. Stanford University Press, 512 pages, $45

Do you remember when republi-
cans advocated balanced budgets, 
even to the detriment of their elec-

toral fortunes? That was before party leaders 
elevated winning elections—through massive 
tax cuts, raw demagoguery, and the mobiliza-
tion of resentment—over standing (and often 
losing) on principle. 

John Cogan, an admirably old-fashioned 
conservative, is alarmed at the economic 
consequences of the seemingly unstoppable 
expansion of entitlement spending. He is 
also an impressive scholar at the Hoover In-
stitution who helps us understand why dem-
ocratic politics makes fiscal restraint so diffi-
cult. His book, The High Cost of Good Inten-
tions, is a thoroughly researched, intellectu-
ally serious history of every major American 
entitlement program, from Revolutionary 
War and Civil War pensions to Social Secu-
rity, food stamps, and Obamacare. I know of 
no other work that offers such a comprehen-

sive, readable history of the American wel-
fare state. 

Parts of cogan’s story will be famil-
iar to students of American history: the 
patronage-ridden Civil War pension sys-

tem; the Social Security Act of 1935; the cre-
ation of Medicare and Medicaid 30 years later; 
the failure of comprehensive welfare reform in 
the 1970s; and passage of the strikingly differ-
ent Welfare Reform Act of 1996. The crucial 
element Cogan adds is the nearly irresistible 
demand for incremental expansion once these 
programs were enacted. Who now remembers 
the Revolutionary War Pension Act of 1818 
and the Universal Service Act of 1832, which 
together turned a narrowly targeted disability 
program for those injured in the Revolutionary 
War into “a general retirement program for all 
remaining War of Independence veterans”? Or 
the 1879 Arrears and 1890 Dependent Pen-
sion acts, which transformed a program for sol-

diers wounded or killed in the Civil War into 
a thoroughly corrupt and partisan retirement 
program that by 1900 covered 20% of all white 
males 55 or older and consumed 40% of the 
federal budget? Or the 1939 and 1950 amend-
ments to the Social Security Act that turned 
Old Age and Survivors Insurance into a pay-as-
you-go system, provided a windfall to almost 
everyone who retired before 1980, and created 
billions of dollars of unfunded liability? Some 
of us might remember the 1932 Bonus March, 
but not the 1924 World War Adjusted Com-
pensation Act, which created the “bonus” for 
which those veterans marched.

Although its details are many and fasci-
nating, what holds together The High Cost of 
Good Intentions is Cogan’s argument about 
the political dynamics of expansion. The 

“creation of entitlements,” he writes “brings 
forth relentless forces that cause them to 
inexorably expand. These liberalizing forces 
are inevitable and inseparable from the en-
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titlements themselves.” Entitlement laws ini-
tially “confine benefits to a group of individu-
als who are deemed to be particularly worthy 
of assistance.” Before long, though, “groups 
of excluded individuals come forth claim-
ing that they are no less deserving of aid.” 
Pressure for expansion is “magnified during 
periods of budget surpluses,” especially dur-
ing the 19th and early 20th centuries when 
surpluses were common. This “process of lib-
eralization repeats itself ” until the program 

“bears only a faint resemblance to its original 
noble intentions.” 

Cogan does not see this dynamic as the 
work of nefarious political elites, but as the 
product of readily understandable and pre-
dictable democratic politics. Focusing on 
Congress, he traces a long series of legislative 
changes in a way that provides amusing sto-
ries while supporting his central thesis. (For 
example, in 1944 the Georgia State Police 
tracked down Congressman John Gibson 
at a poker game in a rural truck stop and 
rushed him back to Washington, where he 
provided a pivotal vote for the G.I. Bill.) This 
Congress-centered approach leads him to un-
derstate somewhat the influence of executive 
branch officials who provided a steady stream 
of policy ideas to legislators—especially the 
spectacularly successful “program executives” 
Martha Derthick described in Policymaking 
for Social Security (1979).

A second, more subtle theme of co-
gan’s book is that most methods for 
limiting entitlement growth are inef-

fective. The leading example is the dedicated 
trust fund, first employed by Congress during 
the early republic. Compensation for sailors 
injured during the Revolutionary War and 
War of 1812 was to come from “prize” money 
reaped from the sale of captured enemy and 
pirate ships. As prize money grew, so did the 
benefits promised to sailors and their widows. 
When the money ran out, Congress had little 
choice but to bail out the program with gen-
eral revenues. 

After World War I, Congress made a val-
iant effort to avoid the problems associated 
with Civil War pensions. It created both a 
veterans’ disability program funded by indi-
vidual contributions and a fiscally cautious 
pre-funded retirement program, whose first 
benefits would not be paid until 1945. In 
the 1920s, Congress gradually expanded the 
disability benefits, and extended coverage 
to veterans who had failed to keep up their 
contributions. As the “bonus” program built 
up a large trust fund and the nation plunged 
into depression, veterans demanded that they 
be paid their full retirement benefits in the 
1930s. Congress eventually relented. The larg-
er the accumulated surplus, Cogan shows, the 
greater the demand for immediate disburse-
ment. On a much larger scale, that was the 
story with Social Security.

Cogan offers two exceptions to 
the general trend of incremental ex-
pansion. He shows that the presi-

dent most successful at trimming entitlement 
spending was not Ronald Reagan, but Frank-
lin Roosevelt. FDR convinced Congress to pass 
the Economy Act of 1933, which gave him the 
authority to rewrite eligibility rules for all vet-
erans’ pensions. These changes could not be 
challenged in court. Roosevelt cut the number 
of beneficiaries in half. Though Congress later 
restored some of these benefits, Roosevelt’s re-
ductions were “the largest ever taken in any en-
titlement program in U.S. history.”

The other exception was the G.I. Bill, a very 
large program “unique among entitlements in 
that it operated on a grand scale for a rela-
tively short period of time.” Twelve million 
returning veterans—80% of those who had 
served in World War II—received benefits 
from the program, but by 1955 it “had nearly 
run its course.” The G.I. Bill was distinctive in 
providing vouchers and subsidies for immedi-
ate purchases, primarily college education but 
also financing for starter houses. This helped 
the country avoid a postwar recession without 
placing a fiscal burden on future generations.

The expansion of revolutionary 
War and Civil War pensions now 
seems quaint and even amusing: eli-

gibility was so liberalized that the last Civil 
War widow pensioner did not die until 2003; 
in 2017 one woman was still receiving Civil 
War survivor benefits. But it is hard to see any 
humor in our current plight. Cogan notes that 
over half the households in the U.S. receive 
some form of cash or in-kind benefit from an 
entitlement program. Almost 60% of chil-
dren live in families receiving such payments. 
Nearly a quarter of entitlement spending goes 
to households above the median income. Ev-
eryone knows that before long we must ei-
ther cut Social Security benefits or increase 
taxes—probably both. Health care costs con-
tinue to eat up more and more of federal and 
state budgets. As another economist, Herbert 
Stein, famously put it, “If something cannot 
go on forever, it will stop.” 

Given the attention Cogan pays to incre-
mental change throughout the book, it is not 
surprising that he eschews calls for “decon-
structing” the welfare state. He implies that 
we should start by reducing benefits for the 
relatively affluent—which means primarily 
the elderly. Here he might find some allies on 
the left. Unfortunately, his history provides 
strong evidence that entitlements, once grant-
ed, are virtually irrevocable, especially when 
their recipients vote in large numbers. 

Are we left with the Economy Act of 1933 
as the only model for entitlement reform? 
Let’s hope not. That was possible only because 
the nation faced the second-worst crisis in its 
history, the Great Depression. It also concen-
trated dangerous power in the hands of the 
chief executive, with virtually no judicial or 
legislative oversight. The good news is that 
this crisis is one we can all see approaching—
especially when we read John Cogan’s book. 
The bad news is that neither party yet seems 
to care.

R. Shep Melnick is the Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., 
Professor of American Politics at Boston College.



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2018
Page 37

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Mark Bauerlein

Radical Prophet

In 1987, not long after david horow-
itz had completed his transition from 
’60s radical to ’80s conservative, he re-

ceived a letter from an ex-comrade. They’d 
just had a political argument over the phone, 
and she wanted to close the conversation 
with a summary of his renunciation of the 
hard Left. They had both been Red Diaper 
babies, classmates at the Sunnyside Progres-
sive School, and children of members of a 
Communist enclave in Queens. Now, her 
companion of the barricades had decided 
to back “the vile policies of Ronald Reagan.” 
Why?

She spends one paragraph clarifying her 
own position relative to Stalinism and so-
cialism (“[T]here are classes and the rich are 
not on the same side as the rest of us. They 
exploit”). When she turns to Horowitz, 
however, we get a wholly different explana-
tion. Horowitz hadn’t yet written Radical 
Son: A Generational Odyssey (1997), a pow-
erful account of his path from the anti-war 
movement and the Black Panthers to the Re-
publican Party, but she already grasped the 
cause.

I can’t help thinking that the views you 
now hold are psychological rather than 
intellectual in origin…. [Y]ou are oper-
ating from an emotional position which 
surpasses rational thinking. Also…you 
appear to be lacking a capacity to toler-
ate ambiguity.

Note the diagnostic turn. Horowitz had 
changed his politics, but not because he’d 
seen how the Left had abandoned South 
Vietnam once the U.S. Army had pulled 
out; or because the apocalyptic turn the 
Left had taken by 1970 (the Weathermen, 
etc.) frightened him; or because the “blame 
America first” attitude applied so poorly to 
places such as Cambodia, Cuba, and the So-
viet Union circa 1985. (These were reasons 
Horowitz had given that year in a Washing-
ton Post column entitled “Goodbye to All 
That,” written with Peter Collier.) No, to 
Horowitz’s old friend, the causes could only 
be pathological. A psychic defect—that’s the 
root of his apostasy. He’s too upset; he can’t 
handle ambiguity; he’s irrational. Socialists 
know the world is complicated, but his mind 

has grown neurotically simplistic. That’s why 
he joined the Right.

The allegation hurt, Horowitz admits. But 
it signified something important about his 
former companions, enough to lead him to re-
print the letter in Ruling Ideas, the ninth and 
last volume of his personal-historical account 
of left-wing radicalism from the ’50s forward. 
The name of the full project is The Black Book 
of the American Left. It echoes a powerful study 
from 20 years ago, The Black Book of Commu-
nism (first published in France in 1997 under 
the title Le livre noir du communisme), which 
used recently-opened archives from behind the 
Iron Curtain to estimate the casualties of 20th-
century Communism at more than 90 million 
people. The book was a sensation in Europe, 
for many a decisive termination of leftist white-
washing. I once asked the Marxist historian 
Eugene Genovese how he could have remained 
a Communist through the ’60s and ’70s once 
evidence of the show trials and the Gulag had 
been confirmed. He replied, “We believed that 
if the workers’ paradise was going to happen, 
one generation would have to be sacrificed.” 
The Black Book of Communism showed how 
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far the utopians had underestimated the cost 
without delivering the benefit.

Lifetime Achievement 

The black book of the american 
Left is intended to perform the same 
service, telling the truth about a po-

litical movement that still inspires flashy reap-
pearances (such as Beyoncé’s Black Panther-
style Super Bowl show and those Che Guevara 
t-shirts). Most of the entries in the collection 
have already been published; they are compiled 
here as the lifetime achievement of a culture 
warrior—or, rather, half a life’s achievement, 
for only the conservative works are included, 
not books and essays written by the social-
ist Horowitz in the ’60s, and not his editorial 
work at Ramparts magazine, leading organ of 
the New Left until its closure in 1975. (He 
remembers one cover of the magazine printed 
during the 1972 presidential campaign, which 
showed a photograph of the My Lai atrocity 
with a sign posted amidst the corpses stating 

“Re-Elect the President.”) John Fonte reviewed 
the first two volumes in the CRB’s Summer 
2014 issue, emphasizing their correction of the 
sentimental version of the Left that appears in 
high school textbooks and in popular media, 
particularly the re-framing of leftism as merely 
liberalism in a more aggressive mode. Since 
then, seven more volumes organized by theme 
have been published—The Great Betrayal, Cul-
ture Wars, Progressive Racism—each one an 
exposé of goals and methods of people whom 
Fonte termed “the Left’s frauds and poseurs 
who have come to be lionized.”

The aim is to de-romanticize the Left, to 
undercut idealized, softened versions of radi-
cal aims and deeds with Horowitz’s own eye-
witness accounts. He was there, he was one of 
them, a member of Huey Newton’s circle, a 
community organizer in the Oakland ghetto, 
urging leftists to support Ronald Reagan for 
governor of California on the supposition that 
the election of a genuine fascist would help 
bring on the revolution. His argument against 
the radical Left stands on this testimony, 
what he saw and heard, especially outside the 
public space, where his former brethren spoke 
more honestly of their purposes.

The first volume, entitled My Life and 
Times, illustrated how the autobiographi-
cal critique works. We get, for instance, the 
tale of Ann Colloms. She was the mother of 
a childhood friend, outwardly a conscientious 
progressive American, inwardly an ardent 
partisan of Communism. Many years later, in 
the late ’70s, she came to Horowitz to reveal 
something that had happened before the war. 
In 1940, the party selected her for a special 

mission. She was to carry a sealed envelope to 
Mexico, meet an unnamed contact at an ap-
pointed place, hand him the paper, and return 
home—and be told nothing else about the 
job. Horowitz remembered her as a modest, 

afterward did her role as a link in some sort 
of lethal communication chain become clear, 
when she learned that Leon Trotsky had been 
murdered in Mexico City.

She was old by the time she visited Horow-
itz, but the episode still troubled her. She had 
to confess to someone, choosing him, we pre-
sume, because she’d heard about his drift away 
from the Left. He presents her as a lesson in 
what the party demanded: you must deperson-
alize yourself. Anti-Stalinist socialists such as 
the young Horowitz idolized Trotsky, but he 
nonetheless treats her with sympathy. No anal-
ysis of ideology is needed to complete the story, 
only the emotional toll the ideology took.

True Believers

The current volume, ruling ideas, 
supplies more myth-busting reminis-
cences. We read about his mentor Isaac 

Deutscher, the historian of Communism who 
extolled Trotsky as a Romantic hero; Jessica 
Mitford, the renowned muckraker who tried 
to get a progressive journal that had accepted 
Horowitz and Collier’s critical account of the 
Panthers to censor it before publication; El-
len Sparer, another childhood friend, party 
member, and Queens College instructor who 
was raped and murdered by a student she had 
refused to recognize as dangerous because of 
his belonging to “the oppressed”; and Chris-
topher Hitchens, who doesn’t fit the category 
of naïve believer or unrepentant radical (more 
on this below). 

Horowitz’s own father is the saddest case. 
A decisive event in his life took place in 1953, 
a few short years after the passage of a New 
York state law that barred Communists from 
serving as public schoolteachers. For 29 years, 
the elder Horowitz had taught at Seward 
Park High School in the Lower East Side. He 
had a family to support, and he needed the job, 
but “[h]e was ready to stand up to his inquisi-
tors…[t]o defend his Party and its cause.” As 
Horowitz recalls it, the interrogation would 
allow his father to enter “the drama of history” 
and prove his loyalty. 

But he didn’t do it. The party decided that 
it would be better if Mr. Horowitz declared 
himself the victim of anti-Semitism. It was a 
dodge, humiliating because he had always been 
proud of having “left his Jewish ghetto behind.” 
One man’s conscience didn’t matter, though. 

“When his moment came,” Horowitz continues, 
“my father followed the Party line as he always 
had done.” He was fired for his Communism 
and couldn’t even walk away with the dignity 
of having upheld it.

Mr. Horowitz and Ms. Colloms are the 
tragic figures in Horowitz’s drama of the 
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middle-class woman in all other affairs, with a 
baby to feed and a household to run. But this 
duty transcended all that. “It was the Party 
that spoke, but it was History that called,” 
Horowitz explains, “and she answered.” Only 
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American Left, true believers who had nowhere 
to go once the god had failed. Their faith was 
genuine, and they never relinquished it. But it 
grew ever more detached from immediate re-
alities (Khrushchev’s revelations about Stalin, 
Soviet repression in Hungary and Prague, the 
endurance of capitalism in the United States, 
etc.), not to mention requiring personal sacri-
fices that contradicted the humanitarian ideals 
of the faith, and they sank into despondency. 
Though the lies they told and the damage they 
did are long past, their broken condition is 
worth remembering because it reveals the in-
dividual suffering and moral bankruptcy of an 
ideology that is easily soft-pedaled because it 
never produced mass killing in America.

When Horowitz started writing against 
the Left in the 1980s, Norman Podhoretz 
advised him to switch subjects. Why bother 
with fringe characters who have no political 
clout anymore? 

Podhoretz might have chosen Elaine 
Brown as an example. Horowitz had extensive 
contact with her during the mid-’70s, during 
which time she chaired the Panthers in Huey 
Newton’s absence (he had fled to Cuba after 
murdering an Oakland prostitute). She had 
considerable local power, nearly winning a 
seat on the Oakland City Council, serving 
as a Jerry Brown delegate at the 1976 Demo-
cratic Convention, and conspiring with Tony 
Kline—former Panthers lawyer and member 
of Brown’s Cabinet—to fill vacant judgeships 
in California.

Rumor had it that she collected a $450,000 
advance for her memoir, A Taste of Power: A 
Black Woman’s Story. And after it was published 
in 1992, writes Horowitz in Volume I, she was 
accompanied on her book tour by “Huey’s old 
gunman, Flores Forbes, who had served his 
four years on a second degree murder charge.” 
Horowitz also remembers her screaming into 
the phone at a local TV host, “I will kill you 
motherf---er,” if he proceeded with plans to 
interview Bobby Seale, who’d been run out of 
the Panther Party a few months earlier. When 
Horowitz asked her about Betty Van Patter, a 
woman whom the Panthers had hired (on his 
recommendation) as a bookkeeper prior to her 
disappearance and murder, she told him, “If 
you were to get run over by a car or something, 
David, I would be very upset, because people 
would say I did it.” (Brown came to Emory 
University many years ago during Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr., week, and the deference showed 
her every second was something to behold.) 
To expend energy on her or on washed-up 
radicals such as Tom Hayden and dozens of 
lesser-known figures who pop up in the Black 
Book was to overlook a more potent adver-
sary—the liberals, not the leftists, Podhoretz 

said. Horowitz doesn’t name names, but we 
may presume Podhoretz meant people such as 
Jimmy Carter and Garry Wills who were soft 
on foreign policy and hard on Reagan. They 
held real power in politics and culture; Stokely 
Carmichael and Abbie Hoffman didn’t. Two 
years after his conversation with Podhoretz, 
Huey Newton was shot dead on an Oakland 
sidewalk by an angry drug dealer.

True, Horowitz concedes, they’re marginal 
now, but the ideas and tactics of the radical 
Left haven’t faded along with them. The sub-
lime visions of equality and happiness that are 
assumed by conservatives as well as liberals to 
lie behind the strong-arm tactics of the Left 
have become orthodoxy in the cultural, intel-
lectual, and professional zones of American so-
ciety—and, of course, in the Democratic Party. 
In the Introduction to Ruling Ideas, Horowitz 
says, “When I began the project of describing 
this movement in the 1980s, the emergence 
of the left as a mainstream force in America’s 
political life was fairly recent and inadequately 
understood.” Its triumph in the 21st century 
was demonstrated perfectly by soon-to-be-
president Barack Obama in 2008, when he 

tious phone call is a good example. She labels 
him psychologically disturbed, but Horowitz 
knows well enough not to get involved in the 
hopeless task of proving his innocence, i.e., his 
sanity. To judge a dissenter mentally unbal-
anced is an old Communist procedure. In Vol-
ume VIII of the series, The Left in the University, 
Horowitz notes that academics have thorough-
ly adopted it in their Cold War historiography, 
the “consensus” version, in the words of an 
approving professor whom Horowitz quotes, 
starting with the premise that “an exagger-
ated, irrational fear of communism…created 
an atmosphere of persecution and hysteria.” It 
is sometimes difficult to realize how drastic is 
this sweeping thesis of conservative irrational-
ity, perhaps because of its long legacy, running 
from The Authoritarian Personality (1950), an 
influential sociological study led by Theodor 
Adorno that aligned fascist leanings with right-
wing beliefs, to President Obama’s infamous 
remark about working-class whites: “[T]hey 
get bitter, they cling to guns or religion or an-
tipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-
immigrant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment 
as a way to explain their frustrations.” 

Many liberal columnists and hosts now 
take conservatism-as-pathology as a starting 
point, and establishment conservatives haven’t 
responded effectively. This is another instance 
in which the Right has failed to understand 
how the Left operates, Horowitz believes. In 
the letter cited above, we have a leftist friend 
offering to fathom a renegade’s error by prob-
ing his psyche, an act that could be taken as 
a mode of sympathy, or at least as a wider 
awareness of him than his politics alone. But 
that would only repeat a foolish mistake by 
the Right, the one, Horowitz writes, whereby 

“conservatives imprudently accepted the left’s 
deceptive claims to be ‘liberal’ and ‘progres-
sive,’ ascribing to it idealistic intentions.” To 
take the psychological query at face value is 
to miss how it alters the debate, insidiously so, 
and not in the way conservatives have come 
to expect. For a long time, conservatives have 
charged leftists with politicizing everything 
and everyone, but the diagnostic move does 
the opposite. It de-politicizes the conserva-
tive. Whatever political opinions he holds dis-
sipate once we view him as a fragile, deluded 
ego. Conservatism, then, is no longer a politi-
cal outlook which must be opposed by demo-
cratic means. It’s a psychosocial condition, 
and that’s not something you debate. Instead, 
you confine the sufferer.

It doesn’t take much arrogance to sustain 
that diagnostic approach when a settled com-
munity of liberals reinforces it, and condescen-
sion is their default mode of handling conserva-
tives. Besides, Horowitz notes, a pleasing self-

spoke of “fundamentally transforming the 
United States of America” (Volume VII is 
entitled The Left in Power: Clinton to Obama). 
President Obama didn’t look and sound like 
a ’60s radical—no bad behavior, a bourgeois 
family life—but he readily politicized the 
IRS and other agencies, inserted gender iden-
tity into regulations never intended for it, and 
was entirely comfortable with rappers in the 
White House. There you see the liberal ac-
commodation of the Left, the same beliefs and 
goals but with a lighter touch. When CEOs of 
corporate America join the White House in 
pushing diversity initiatives and transgender 
policies that mirror forms of radical social en-
gineering, we know that the Left didn’t die on 
Election Day 1980 or on November 9, 1989, 
when East Germans poured over the Berlin 
Wall and soldiers held their fire.

Insanity Defense

Leftist maneuvers, too, have be-
come commonplace. The judgment 
Horowitz’s childhood friend leveled at 

him in the letter she wrote after their disputa-

The Horowitz of
20 or 30 years ago

looks all-too-prescient.
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opinion accompanies it: “People who identify 
with the left often ask the following question: 
How is it possible for decent human beings not 
to be progressive like us?” If that’s your primary 
judgment of people who differ from you politi-
cally, then you cannot recognize their differ-
ences as political. They must be pathological, 
yes, or just stupid or venal. And what are you? 
Compassionate and informed. 

Radical Superficiality

A 47-page reflection on christopher 
Hitchens is the last piece of Horowitz’s 
writing in the present volume, and it is 

the longest sustained discussion of any one fig-
ure in the entire project. At first it isn’t clear why 
he includes it. They met once in 1970 in Berke-
ley, but not again until 1982, and Hitchens was 
never part of the American Left from which 
Horowitz escaped over the course of those 
intervening years. True, Hitchens never relin-
quished his admiration of old radicals, and his 
hatred of all religions didn’t flag, either. But he 
also renounced the anti-patriotism of the Left 
after the 9/11 attacks, and he often acknowl-
edged the obsolescence of socialist thinking in 
the 21st century. He doesn’t resemble the other 
figures in this history. Hitchens was, famously, 
a contrarian, a man of “unruly contradictions,” 
Horowitz notes, who opposed the Vietnam 
war but approved the invasion of Iraq, a pro-lif-
er and a dogmatic feminist. Indeed, this inde-
pendent streak, expressed with “roguish charm 
and sparkling literacy,” accounts for his high 
station in the intellectual world from the time 
he became the Nation’s most popular columnist 
in the ’80s to his death from esophageal cancer 
in 2011.

Horowitz attributes his eminent contrari-
ness to something else, though, not to inde-
pendence but to a certain kind of superficiality. 
The occasion for Horowitz’s profile is the pub-
lication of Hitchens’ memoir, Hitch-22 (2010), 
which he lauds for its entertaining wit and en-
fant terrible persona. But, he states, a crucial 
factor is missing. In this account of an eventful 
life and personal struggles, Horowitz writes, 
we get no real “introspective curiosity integral 
to such a task or the interior probing that would 
unwrap his mysteries both for himself and oth-
ers.” Hitchens terms the death of his mother, 
who killed herself in Athens in a suicide pact 
with the clergyman with whom she had run off, 
a “lacerating, howling moment in my life.” It 
happened four decades before, when Hitchens 
was only 24, and he remembers her as a vibrant, 
cosmopolitan woman, the sweetness and light 
of his childhood. But the remembrance never 
turns too far inward onto himself. Hitchens 
doesn’t explore how her suicide affected him. 

Instead, he composes “A Coda on the Question 
of Self-Slaughter,” which, Horowitz says, reads 
like “an academic paper on the psychology and 
sociology of suicide.”

The habit of stopping short of introspection 
is repeated over and over. Hitchens mentions, 
for instance, “the experience of feeling that you 
are hooked to the great steam engine of history,” 
and we expect to hear why it appealed to him, 
individually and at a certain time and place. 
But “Christopher makes no attempt to provide 
answers, nor does it seem likely that he even 
asked himself the questions.”

Horowitz contrasts this reluctance with his 
own memoir, Radical Son, an odyssey of relent-
less self-confrontation that includes portraits 
of the interior lives of his parents and fellow 
revolutionaries. We anticipate a similar effort 
from Hitchens after he learns he has cancer 
and thinks about his children living on without 
their father. But he digs no deeper than this: 

“I’d have to say, not to be a hypocrite, that my 
life is my writing before it is anything. Because 
that’s who I am and my children come later and 
that’s what they’ve had to put up with.”

This indisposition to look inside, to as-
sess elemental motives and specific wrongs—

“that’s who I am”—is in Horowitz’s opinion a 
characteristic trait of the exuberant progres-
sive. Hitchens talks at length about himself, 
but not too deeply. That indicates why he was 
able to bounce from one position to another, 
inconsistent one. Excess self-consciousness 
would paralyze him. Introspection slows a 
man’s judgments and narrows them to a linear 
path. A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin 
of little minds! In not examining himself, his 
past beliefs and words, Hitchens could occupy 
a conflictual middle ground, taking half-steps 
away from radical ideas that he acknowledged 
were misguided, but without submitting them 
and himself to full analysis and regret. Radi-
cals don’t like to scrutinize themselves except 
to make sure they remain true to the radical 
faith. If they did, they’d no longer be radicals. 
Hitchens deserves to be the capstone profile 
of The Black Book of the American Left for this 
very reason.

War Without End

For many years, david horowitz 
was deemed unseemly by establishment 
conservative intellectuals, editors, and 

journalists. He’s too blunt and confronta-
tional, they worried. One heard that he had 
changed his politics for the better, but the 
style was still Berkeley, 1966. In 2003 when 
he initiated his Academic Bill of Rights cam-
paign (recorded in Volume VIII), Republi-
cans held the presidency and both houses of 
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Congress, and they might get three openings 
on the Supreme Court. Why stir up trouble 
on campus, where everyone despises us? He 
published Hating Whitey and Other Progres-
sive Causes in 1999, and mounted a war on the 
reparations movement soon after, inserting 
editorials in newspapers listing reasons why 
African Americans were lucky to live in the 
United States, not in Africa. This was just the 
kind of racial controversy Republican politi-
cians wanted to avoid. Didn’t Horowitz know 
that race issues are a loser for conservatives?

Yes, Horowitz struck people in 2003—in-
cluding those on the Right—as an exaggera-
tor and dramatizer. Oh, they acknowledged, 
a few wild leftists may be found in academic 

“studies” departments and advocacy organiza-
tions such as BAMN (By Any Means Nec-
essary) and ACT UP, a gay advocacy group 
popular in the ’90s, but they have no impact 
on the country at large. We’ve got a Texas 
Christian in the White House!

Fifteen years later, everything looks differ-
ent. We hear more talk about white supremacy 
than we’ve heard since the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act, and it issues from the high rungs 
of the Democratic Party. Mainstream news 
outlets echo the contentions of the leftist hate 
monitor Southern Poverty Law Center, as if it 
were the nation’s racial conscience. The mayor 

of New York City wants to block Chick-fil-A 
from the boroughs because its CEO espouses 
a biblical conception of marriage, while the 
cast of the most popular Broadway show of 
our time steps out of character to chastise the 
vice president in the audience for his back-
ward views. Corporate America trembles in 
fear of leftist boycotts and knows that a mob 
is ready to form should an incident take place 
that can be fitted to a victim narrative.

Most of all, a good portion of the popula-
tion, goaded by media, academia, the arts and 
entertainment worlds, and other zones domi-
nated by leftist views, refuses to accept the re-
sults of the recent election. The Ideal Man was 
supposed to be succeeded by the First Woman, 
not an alpha-male throwback. November 8, 
2016, was a trauma, and they can’t get over it. 
The ordinary machinery of democratic conflict 
and resolution doesn’t interest them. Two hun-
dred feet down the street from my residence, a 
large banner hangs from the second story win-
dows, a white “RESIST” on a black background. 
Nothing more, just the one word.

Summer 2018 makes the Horowitz of 20 or 
30 years ago look all-too-prescient. He warned 
conservatives in alarming terms of what was to 
come; he reminded leftists of their embarrass-
ing misdeeds; he refused to glorify the good old 
days of agitation, and instead tallied the dam-

age they did and continue to do; he chose the 
most sensitive issues of race, free speech, and 
the meaning of America, telling conservatives 
that they could not run from them. Irving 
Kristol announced in 2001 that conservatives 
had lost the culture wars (though he reserved 
religion as a force the Left hadn’t quite van-
quished). Horowitz disagrees—not, however, 
because he thinks that the Left hasn’t scored 
victory after victory; he disagrees that the Left 
thinks the war is over. It’s never over, not for 
them. In the progressive mind, Horowitz in-
sists, there is always so much more to do. 

Conservatives who believe that capitulat-
ing on same-sex marriage or any other hot 
progressive desire will bring calm are naïve. 
That’s Horowitz’s lesson today. As long as the 
Left has influence in American politics, we’ll 
be caught in a culture war whether we like 
it or not. To be a conservative culture war-
rior; to see the Left not as one segment of a 
pluralistic American polis, but as an illiberal, 
not-so-secret Fifth Column eager to monopo-
lize civic life and private affairs; to regard the 
2016 election as a Flight 93 situation—these 
are not alarmist reactions. They are sensible 
responses to a zealous adversary.

Mark Bauerlein is professor of English at Emory 
University and a senior editor of First Things.
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Book Review by Dennis Hale and Marc Landy

Blame the Fathers
Why Liberalism Failed, by Patrick J. Deneen.

Yale University Press, 248 pages, $30

Patrick deneen’s cri de coeur on 
liberalism’s failure has received favor-
able comments left and right, from 

Cornel West to Wilfred McClay. The proxi-
mate cause for this reception is that American 
politics threatens to come unglued—indeed, 
the constitutional order itself is said to be 
unravelling. The evidence for this despairing 
assessment is partly the election of Donald 
Trump and partly the long-term failure of the 
political class in Washington. 

Deneen, a political science professor at the 
University of Notre Dame, has taken on the 
enormous challenge of explaining why, cen-
turies after its founding, the regime of clas-
sical liberalism appears to have gone into the 
ditch. He sees evidence of liberalism’s failure 
everywhere: incompetent government, a sor-
did culture, empty churches, failed schools, 
increasing anxiety caused by “titanic” levels 
of inequality, and a soulless quest by so many 
for the gratification of merely material desires. 
But liberalism has not failed in the conven-
tional sense: the case is rather the opposite. 
Deneen argues that liberalism is actually ful-
filled by the ruin we see around us, because 
ruin is the inevitable outcome of the regime its 
founders devised. “Liberalism has failed—not 
because it fell short, but because it was true to 
itself. It has failed because it has succeeded.”

“Liberalism” in this context means the classi-
cal liberalism of John Locke, et al., the tradition 
that produced the modern liberal state, and in 
particular the American Constitution. The 
framers appear in this discussion as mere disci-
ples of Locke, and what Deneen says about one 
usually applies to the other, and none of it is 
good. Classical liberalism is contrasted, unfa-
vorably, with the philosophical attachments of 
the ancients. The ancient understanding of lib-
erty, Deneen argues, involved “discipline and 
training in self-limitation of desires” as well as 
certain social and political arrangements that 
would foster the virtues required for self-rule.

But liberalism changed all that, rejecting 
the ancient view in favor of a new “anthro-
pology” because the older views had come to 
be seen as a source of conflict, and as “obsta-
cles to individual liberty.” Liberal thinkers 
sought to “disassemble” existing “irrational 
religious and social norms” in the interest 
of “stability and prosperity.” This would be 
an obvious point in the argument to take 
up the Protestant Reformation, but Deneen 
never mentions it in his book, leaving us to 
wonder why those norms suddenly became 
an obstacle to “stability.” The liberal project 
is thus presented as a work of sheer “disas-
sembly,” not as an attempt to solve a new and 
difficult problem.

Deneen maintains that liberalism 
chose to rest politics solely on what is 

“low” rather than “high,” rejecting as 
“paternalistic and ineffectual” the classical and 
Christian understanding of virtue. Following 
Machiavelli’s lead, classical liberalism ground-
ed liberty and political security not on virtue 
but on conflict, harnessing “human selfishness 
and the desire for material goods” rather than 
seeking to “moderate or limit those desires.” 
Further, the architects of liberalism rejected 
both the ancient and the Christian under-
standing of the “norms and social structures” 
that once supported all institutions from the 
family to the government itself. These norms 
were declared to be “arbitrary” and “unproduc-
tive,” and would have to be replaced by “conflict” 
and “interests” as the regulators of human ac-
tion. Finally, Francis Bacon is brought into the 
discussion to declare war on “the human sub-
jection to the dominion and limits of nature.”

Bacon, Hobbes, Locke, Descartes—these 
thinkers laid the foundation for classical lib-
eralism, with its “revolutionary reconception 
of politics, society, science, and nature.” Over 
time, this tradition redefined liberty as “lib-
eration…from established authority” and 
from “arbitrary” cultures and traditions. Hu-
man power would now focus on “dominating” 
nature, “advancing scientific discovery and 
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economic prosperity.” Deneen describes this 
as liberalism’s “wager”—that a new under-
standing of liberty would emerge from the 

“destruction” of old philosophic and religious 
traditions. Liberalism triumphed; the wager 
worked. Classical liberalism gave birth to the 
American republic and in the 20th century 
triumphed over the competing ideologies of 
fascism and Communism. 

But this triumph has hidden the grim truth 
that “the greatest current threat to liberalism 
lies not outside and beyond liberalism but 
within it,” from its “fundamental nature” and 
its alleged “strengths”—especially its “belief 
in progress and continual improvement.” Yet 
liberalism continues to insist that, whatever is 
wrong, the solution can still be found within 
liberalism itself. Liberalism is in denial.

To many readers, much of what de-
neen has to say about classical liberal-
ism and the founding will sound famil-

iar—because these same charges were levelled 
a century ago by such leading Progressives 
as Herbert Croly, Edward Bellamy, and John 
Dewey, and have been restated over and over 
by their modern descendants. Indeed, parts of 
Why Liberalism Failed read like the Port Hu-
ron Statement.

Like the Progressives, Deneen places the 
“corrosive social and civic effects of self-inter-
est”—which are a direct result of liberalism’s 
substitution of self-interest for virtue—at the 
center of his indictment. Because Americans 
are driven primarily by “private and largely 
material concerns” they live out their lives in 
a constitutional regime “animated” by two 
foundational liberal beliefs. The first is “an-
thropological individualism” with its corol-
lary, “choice.” We proceed under the assump-
tion that politics can be based on the “unfet-
tered and autonomous choice of individuals” 
and that “legitimacy is conferred by consent.” 
The second belief is alienation from, and even 
war against, nature. Though both Hobbes 
and Locke (borrowing Aristotle’s method but 
not his conclusions) assert that humans have 
a “nature” with which the political order must 
comport, classical liberalism increasingly 
came to see nature as something to be over-
come, even “tortured” for her “secrets.”

We have, Deneen contends, been “warring” 
against nature ever since. From Locke to free 
enterprise is but one small step, and it is free 
enterprise that has perfected the “human use, 
conquest, and mastery of the natural world.” 
But we master the world only to slake the 
thirst for “instant gratification” inspired by 
liberalism’s founders, whose philosophy pro-
motes a “nearly universal pursuit of immedi-
ate gratification” along with “hedonic titilla-

tion, visceral crudeness, and distraction, all 
oriented toward promoting consumption, ap-
petite, and detachment.”

Here is revealed the source of 
such discontents and vices as lone-
liness, addiction, broken families, 

pornography, sexual violence, materialism, 
and corrosive individualism. Liberalism has 
created a world of selfish strivers, unhinged 
from community and even family, angry at 
the trap they find themselves in but clueless 
as to who or what has trapped them. In their 
despair, just as Alexis de Tocqueville predict-
ed, they turn to the state, “which establishes 
depersonalized procedures and mechanisms 
for the wants and needs” of those left behind 
by the market. Or they turn to the market for 
the gratification of endless “needs” inspired 
by the market itself. “[T]he true relation be-
tween the state and the market” is that “they 
grow constantly and necessarily together. 
Statism enables individualism, individualism 
demands statism.” In the process, liberalism 
breaks down particular cultures, and replaces 
them with a “liberal anticulture” so that the 
only forms of “shared cultural ‘liturgy’ that re-
main are celebrations of the liberal state and 
the liberal market.” Even the modern univer-
sity has become corrupted, turning the liberal 
arts into “instruments of personal liberation,” 
destroying any sense of the past, and under-
mining the legitimacy of the humanities.

The book concludes with observations about 
the kinds of “countercultures” that might re-
place liberal anticulture after the liberal order’s 
demise. Yet Deneen warns against committing 
the original sin of theorizing. “[T]he impulse 
to devise a new and better theory in the wake 
of liberalism’s simultaneous triumph and de-
mise is a temptation that must be resisted.” He 
recommends rather that people of goodwill 
withdraw into “communities of practice” which 
will act as “lighthouses and field hospitals” for 
the growing ranks of liberalism’s victims. We 
will look for “practices fostered in local settings, 
focused on the creation of new and viable cul-
tures…grounded in virtuosity within house-
holds, and the creation of civic polis life.” 

Books that attempt to explain everything 
have predictable weaknesses: overly simple ex-
planations; incomplete or misleading summa-
ries of other peoples’ ideas; wishful thinking. 
Such books also have predictable attractions. 
The very attempt to explain everything gives 
hope that everything might actually be expli-
cable. But a book such as this must be judged 
by standards that honor its ambition, and this 
book falls short in three important ways. 1) It 
does not understand John Locke or classical 
liberalism generally, and therefore it does not 

understand the framers. Among other prob-
lems, it does not understand how the framers 
differed from Locke. 2) Focused as he is on lib-
eralism, Deneen does not recognize that phe-
nomena such as individualism and materialism 
predate liberalism, and we have Tocqueville’s 
explanation for why: these are the conse-
quences of the democratic revolution, which is 
far older than classical liberalism. 3) Deneen 
conflates classical liberalism with modern pro-
gressivism—a mistake that prevents him from 
seeing the obvious: progressives have always 
considered classical liberalism, and especially 
the framers, as their prime targets.

When criticizing the modern university, for 
example, Deneen begins by blaming capital-
ism and globalism. The campus, he says, exists 
to “separate the winners from the losers.” But 
he then veers off into a critique of the thor-
oughly illiberal identity politics being imposed 
nearly everywhere. How can Deneen look at 
the modern university and see the handiwork 
of John Locke—who is just one of the many 
dead white males that advanced liberal think-
ers have been teaching us to hate for most of 
the past century, and who have been expelled 
from the curriculum nearly everywhere? 

Deneen reads locke, simply, as a 
founder of the regime of self-interest, 
promoting individualism, materialism, 

irreverence, and a lack of concern for virtue or 
excellence. Later these same sins will appear as 
the sins of the framers. Is this accurate? Deneen 
is surely right that the Second Treatise marks a 
radical break with the past. What he does not 
see, however, is why Locke believed such a break 
was necessary—insisting that Locke’s singular 
motive was the substitution of self-interest for 
classical and Christian virtues. Let us suggest a 
few more plausible explanations. 

There is first of all the reality of the Refor-
mation. Any intelligent reader in Locke’s life-
time would understand the meaning of the cen-
tury’s religious wars: a unified understanding 
of Christianity was no longer available as the 
foundation for a regime, especially not in Brit-
ain. But because Deneen does not acknowledge 
the Reformation, even while he is mourning 
the lost power of the Christian faith, he does 
not see what Locke saw. The Commonwealth 
cannot be grounded in faith, even though 
Locke’s remedy—toleration—is troubling. The 
Puritan minister Nathaniel Ward preached 
that anyone who would tolerate a false religion 
must have no faith in his own, and many Chris-
tians in Europe and in North America agreed. 
Unlike the protection of “life, liberty, and es-
tate,” religious toleration is counterintuitive. 

It is also in many ways deeply unsatisfac-
tory to the soul, and there is no doubt that 
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it could undermine the authority of religion. 
Liberalism itself might be unsatisfactory for 
that reason, but there is no peaceful solution 
to sectarian conflict that does not rest on 
some variety of tolerance. Resting the com-
monwealth on a foundation other than reli-
gion was therefore one among many necessities 
that, taken together, constitute the problem 
of modern politics. But Deneen pays no atten-
tion to the problem of modern politics, and 
therefore cannot appreciate how Locke and 
the founding generation wrestled with it.

The other reality is the lost au-
thority of the monarchy and aristoc-
racy. Locke’s task is to reimagine the 

political association without its most familiar 
English elements, in order to reconstruct it. 
There’s a reason, after all, why Locke never 
put his name to the Second Treatise, even 
after the Glorious Revolution. The work is 
deeply subversive, and not only of the mon-
archy: in Locke’s imagined commonwealth 
there are also no churches, priests, or aristo-
crats. What would replace these now deplet-
ed authorities would be reason and popular 
consent. His fanciful story about the state of 
nature is illustrative rather than literal, giv-
ing the reader a way to see government as a 
thing to which a reasonable citizen should 
consent. 

Deneen emphasizes that the liberal state 
rests on the two foundations of individualism 
and materialism, and that this marks a pro-
found break with the past. He blames Locke, 
but the situation is far more complicated, as 
we learn from Tocqueville. Individualism is 
a “recent expression arising from a new idea,” 
writes the Frenchman, and becomes, at its 
extreme, a form of social atomism that turns 
liberty into license. Tocqueville is intent on 
warning modern democrats to pay attention 
to this danger. But the idea itself “is of demo-
cratic origin, and it threatens to develop as 
conditions become equal.” That is, it is not a 
product of modern philosophy but of modern 
democracy. The democratic social revolution 
also predates Locke, having advanced contin-
ually (Tocqueville claims) for seven centuries. 
Its origins lie in the gradual transformation of 
land tenures from feudal to commercial. The 
sale of noble lands makes possible the trans-
formation of peasants into freeholders, the 
beginning of a profoundly important social 
revolution.

There’s another essential source of indi-
vidualism, and that is the Christian doctrine 
of equality. Again, we have Tocqueville’s wis-
dom to draw on: “Christianity, which has 
rendered all men equal before God, will not 
be loath to see all citizens equal before the 

law.” Individualism and equality grow to-
gether. What about materialism? This too 
is democratic. There is an undercurrent of 
anxious materialism in any democratic soci-
ety, Tocqueville argues, and he hoped Amer-
icans would learn to confront this problem. 
Like individualism, materialism is also much 
older than liberalism, and can be found in 
places, such as China, where Locke’s name is 
barely known. 

Modern liberalism, to be sure, 
does not solve the problems of ma-
terialism and individualism, but it 

provides a way to channel these energies in a 
positive direction—away from political con-
flict, and toward the creation of abundance, 
just as Tocqueville hoped. Material abun-
dance is not an unmixed blessing, to be sure; 
but it’s worth remembering that it is a blessing. 
To mention just one example, modern liberal 
regimes have put an end to famine, which ex-
ists now only in places from which liberalism 
has been expelled (Venezuela) or where it 
never existed (Yemen).

and set aside land for that purpose. Eight of 
the existing states did the same. Pennsylva-
nia’s Constitution required that “laws for the 
encouragement of virtue, and prevention of 
vice and immorality, shall be made and con-
stantly kept in force.” The decision in favor of 
federalism meant that the states, not the fed-
eral government, would exercise those police 
powers central to the promotion of “public 
morality,” sometimes in ways that interfered 
with a free market (price regulations, for ex-
ample). Family law, education, the prevention 
of vice, regulating trades, Sabbath and sump-
tuary laws, licensing, marriage and divorce, 
the elaborate framework of the civil and crim-
inal law, the jury system—these were respon-
sibilities that could only be done safely, and 
properly, by the states.

What national leaders could 
do—what they must do—is keep 
the question of virtue alive, and 

work to preserve the free space in which citi-
zens will be able to act on their own. In his 
First Inaugural Address, George Washington 
reminded the nation that “there is no truth 
more thoroughly established” than the “indis-
soluble union between virtue and happiness; 
between duty and advantage; between the 
genuine maxims of an honest and magnani-
mous policy and the solid rewards of public 
prosperity and felicity.” 

What a liberal constitution cannot do, 
however, is satisfy the heart’s deepest longings 
for redemption, salvation, communion, and 
perfection. Constitutionalism deflects these 
longings away from the political order, while 
not inhibiting their satisfaction in the private. 
Deneen doesn’t see this, even though it is right 
in front of him. He praises the Amish as an 
example of a virtuous intentional community, 
without noticing an obvious fact: the Amish—
who had to flee persecution in Europe—could 
flourish only under the protection of a liberal 
constitution. The genius of liberalism is that 
where it does not provide answers, it creates 
the space in which citizens can come up with 
answers of their own. This is why it’s called 
self-government, after all—the citizens will 
govern their selves first, and then govern their 
community. 

But the greatest weakness of Deneen’s criti-
cism of the American Founding is his indiffer-
ence to the problems the framers confronted, 
and the necessities that flow from those prob-
lems. These are the problems of modernity, 
and they are with us still. The nation was huge 
and could not be made small, but was clearly 
destined to grow bigger, a source of concern 
to Federalist and Anti-Federalist alike. Alex-
ander Hamilton confessed that he was “much 

Assuming, as he does, that the framers 
were simply applying Locke to the new world, 
Deneen misses the ways in which they did pay 
attention to, rather than ignore, the question 
of civic virtue. They worried publicly about 
virtue and vice, especially the vice of acquisi-
tiveness. James Madison complained about 

“fripperies,” and John Adams praised sumptu-
ary laws. What would people want when they 
could have more than their ancestors could 
ever have dreamed? This is a problem for 
which the founding generation did not have a 
ready solution, any more than we do. They did 
not leave us an essay in The Federalist on the 
subject of virtue, but they did have ideas: pub-
lic education; the encouragement of religion; 
setting salutary examples. 

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, in ad-
dition to prohibiting slavery in the territory 
bounded by the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, 
stated: “Religion, morality, and knowledge 
being necessary for good government and the 
happiness of mankind, schools and the means 
of education shall forever be encouraged” (em-
phasis added). To that end the Ordinance 
mandated the establishment of public schools 

Parts of Why Liberalism 
Failed read like the Port 

Huron Statement.



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2018
Page 45

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

discouraged by the amazing extent of country” 
and many others shared this fear. But greater 
size could not be avoided, because Americans 
(and Europeans who hoped to become Ameri-
cans) were crazy for owning land and would 
continue to push westward. But national secu-
rity also required a large nation. Then, as now, 
the world was a dangerous place, although 
Deneen writes as if he doesn’t know this either. 
The founders did know it, which is why they 
accepted the challenge of the large republic and 
pushed for a national government energetic 
and strong enough to protect national security.

Deneen also misses how the fram-
ers depart from, or simply transcend 
Locke, relying on English common 

law principles, older ideas about “mixed re-
gimes,” and a century and a half of experi-
ence in self-government. This is most evident 
in their appreciation for liberal government’s 
complexity. What is often criticized as their 

“mechanical” understanding (the “machine 
that would go of itself,” a phrase they did not 
use) is the product of serious reflection on hu-
man nature in general, and on the nature of 
Americans in particular. 

To take just one example, there is the 
problem of ambition. Locke was no stranger 
to it, but in his world the ambitious were 
the few. Experience had taught Americans 
that it is not only the few who need watch-
ing, however, but also the many. This is why 
the Constitution is not democratic. Neither 
the many nor the few can be allowed to have 
whatever they wish. Instead, they will have to 
accept restraints imposed by law and by the 
limitations on the government. But these are 
not mechanical restraints. The Constitution 
encourages a discipline meant to become ha-
bitual: no one’s ambitions can be completely 
satisfied but should take second place to up-
holding the forms of constitutional govern-
ment, which are designed to put an end to 
the destructive contest among the ambitious 
that had brought down so many republics in 
the past. 

This is the essence of “checks and bal-
ances,” linking the “interest of the man” with 
the “constitutional rights of the place,” as 
The Federalist puts it. It is a rule of psychol-
ogy, not physics. Checks and balances rely on 
a certain understanding of how “honorable 
ambition” can be harnessed for the public 
good. To achieve anything memorable an of-
ficial will need to defend his own place while 
looking for opportunities to work with oth-
ers. The ambitious are invited to participate 
in a complex dance, whose outcome is not 
predictable, and which sometimes comes to 
naught. But all successful American states-

men learn this lesson. Ronald Reagan and 
Tip O’Neill golfed together for reasons more 
important than the pleasure each took in the 
other’s company.

Deneen uses a curious phrase, “ad-
vanced liberalism,” to describe one of 
the causes of our contemporary crisis. 

“Advanced liberalism,” for example, is responsi-
ble for the decline of the university, the erosion 
of the family, the rise of an overbearing admin-
istrative state, the contempt for religion, and 
the degradation of the popular culture. But it 
is clear from the context that what he really is 
talking about is not classical liberalism—nei-
ther Locke nor the founders—but Progressiv-
ism and the project of the modern Left. 

Deneen, a student of Tocqueville, recogniz-
es that Americans’ love of equality draws them 
toward centralization, a development encour-
aged by their unrestrained individualism. This 
is another consequence of democratization, 
and it is a tendency that the Constitution in-
hibits, by limiting what the federal government 
may do—whether “the people” want it or not. 
This is, of course, one of the reasons for the rise 
of Progressivism, which saw “limited govern-
ment” as an outmoded 18th-century conceit.

Of course, it’s a long and winding road 
from Herbert Croly to safe spaces and po-
litical correctness, and it’s easy to imagine 
Croly spinning in his grave at the prospect of 
gender-neutral pronouns. But there is a clear 
link between the early American Progressives, 
the New Left radicals of the 1960s, and their 
contemporary descendants. That link is the 
hostility they all show to constitutionalism, 
because constitutionalism stands in the way 
of progress and liberation. 

Thus, by using the term “advanced liberal-
ism” Deneen conflates those who defend con-
stitutionalism with those who hate it. The first 
American Progressives constructed a now fa-
miliar critique. The constitutional order was 
not “democratic” enough. It threw too many 
obstacles in the way of achieving the common 
good. It was an 18th-century government for 
a 20th-century world. As Teddy Roosevelt 
famously observed, mere “parchment barriers” 
should never be allowed to stand in the way 
of progress. The constitutional order must be 
overthrown. America must be transformed.

And America has been transformed. Much 
of that transformation is responsible for the 
degradation of democratic life that Deneen so 
rightly mourns. The culture has become sor-
did, family life is in disarray, whole swaths of 
the country lie in economic and social ruins, 
state and municipal governments are facing 
bankruptcy, the schools are a disgrace, and 
the university has lost its way. We have failed 

in many ways to meet Benjamin Franklin’s 
challenge: we have not kept the republic. We 
have forgotten many things that should have 
been remembered, while wasting our time on 
the frivolous.

Deneen is right to castigate these 
serious failings. But who told us to 
legalize pornography or normalize 

single-parent families and teenage pregnancy? 
The understanding of liberty as a release from 
responsibility—for one’s neighbors, country, 
family, and self—is the very dread that moved 
Tocqueville to write Democracy in America. Yet 
this was not the framers’ understanding of lib-
erty, which is one reason why Tocqueville be-
lieved it was providential that they had man-
aged to hang on as long as they did. 

To adapt constitutionally liberal solutions 
to our current problems would require us to 
do something like what the framers did. They 
also faced problems they were not certain 
they could solve, and necessities that they 
could not ignore. We would first of all have 
to think seriously about the modern problem 
of civic virtue. What does it entail now? How 
can it be promoted? What strategies are likely 
to work? What guidance can we take from 
the framers in this effort? Granted, James 
Madison has no solution to the opioid epi-
demic. But what Madison and his generation 
had to say about virtue and civic education is 
worth knowing, if only to remind ourselves 
how difficult the problem of virtue is in a free 
republic. What is even more critical is to un-
derstand their defense of constitutionalism, a 
subject as foreign to many Americans as the 
dietary habits of Samoa. And for this, too, 
we can thank “advanced liberalism.” Howard 
Zinn’s absurd textbook—A Peoples’ History 
of the United States—has sold over 2 million 
copies and constitutes everything that many 
young Americans know about their country’s 
history. 

Deneen has it backwards. Liberalism hasn’t 
failed; it is being destroyed. Its defenders must 
demonstrate, all over again, why a government 
limited with regard to both ends and means is 
not only necessary to prevent despotism but 
is the only practical framework for addressing 
modernity’s ills. It remains, just as Abraham 
Lincoln said, “the last best hope of earth.”

Dennis Hale is the author of The Jury in Amer-
ica: Triumph and Decline (University Press of 
Kansas), and Marc Landy is the co-author (with 
Sidney M. Milkis) of American Government: 
Enduring Principles, Critical Choices (Cam-
bridge University Press). They are both members 
of the Political Science Department at Boston 
College.
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Book Review by Allen C. Guelzo

Bullwhip Feudalism
From Oligarchy to Republicanism: The Great Task of Reconstruction, by Forrest A. Nabors.

University of Missouri Press, 420 pages, $45

William howard russell had 
seen it all by 1861—the Crimean 
War, the Indian Mutiny, the Opi-

um Wars—and written about it all as the 
London Times’s first world-roving war corre-
spondent. But when he was sent by the Times 
to report on the newly-seceded states of the 
Southern Confederacy and the impending 
civil war in America, he finally encountered 
something that genuinely surprised him—
Americans enthusiastic for monarchy. “From 
all quarters have come to my ears the echoes 
of the same voice,” he wrote in his first dis-
patch from Charleston two weeks after Con-
federate artillery had pounded and starved 
the U.S. garrison of Fort Sumter into sur-
render. “It may be feigned, but there is no 
discord in the note, and it sounds in wonder-
ful strength and monotony all over the coun-
try,” ringing out: “If we could only get one of 
the royal race of England to rule over us, we 
should be content.”

Russell did not expect his readers to believe 
him, and he was not sure he himself could be-
lieve what he was hearing: “It is absolutely as-
tounding to a stranger who aims at the preser-
vation of a decent neutrality to mark the vio-
lence of these opinions.” But there it was, “the 

admiration for monarchical institutions on 
the English model, for privileged classes, and 
for a landed aristocracy and gentry, is undis-
guised and apparently genuine…. We, it ap-
pears, talked of American citizens when there 
were no such beings at all.”

This would not, however, have sur-
prised Forrest Nabors, and that is the 
burden of his stupendously important 

new book, From Oligarchy to Republicanism. A 
professor of political science at the University 
of Alaska, Anchorage, Nabors has, in effect, 
presented us with the map to a mystery: why 
did the American republic, which had suc-
ceeded against all odds in achieving its inde-
pendence from the world’s greatest empire and 
then succeeded against even longer odds in 
perpetuating itself for generations, suddenly 
turn and plunge itself into a fratricidal blood-
bath? The answers most often given point 
to slavery, or sectionalism, or states’ rights—
which is to read back into the 1860s either 
our present preoccupations with race, or the 
Progressives’ assumptions about a capitalist 
North pitted against an agricultural South, 
or modern conservatives’ anxieties about an 
all-devouring centralized government.

Even those, like Harry Jaffa in A New 
Birth of Freedom (2000), who came clos-
est to recognizing that the real issue of the 
Civil War was a terrible ideological derange-
ment that had lifted an entire portion of the 
American Republic away from the ideologi-
cal moorings of the founders, were unable to 
do more than suggest that John C. Calhoun 
(and through him, Georg Hegel and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau) had somehow seduced 
one half of the Republic into treason. If, as 
Abraham Lincoln said in 1861, “the central 
idea pervading this struggle is…proving 
that popular government is not an absur-
dity”—and therefore that slavery and sec-
tionalism and state’s rights are only surface 
manifestations of an ideological disease that 
had struck the roots of the American experi-
ment—then how had the germ of this evil 
ever managed to find root in republican soil 
in the first place?

Nabors’s answer arrives in one word: oligar-
chy. Which is to say, the same phenomenon 
William Howard Russell encountered in 
Charleston. And here, as Nabors explains, is 
how oligarchy insinuated itself, like chestnut 
blight, into the political life of the American 
regime:
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Forty years after the birth of Ameri-
can liberty, a race of kings arose from 
American soil. They sprouted wherever 
the institution of slavery was planted, 
like the warriors in the Greek legend….
Over time, these kingly men compacted 
with one another, repudiated the lofty 
principles of their nation’s birth, ac-
quired rule over most of the landmass of 
the United States, and finally aspired to 
install themselves as permanent suzer-
ains over a great empire, whether with 
the American Union or outside of it, it 
mattered not to them, except as a ques-
tion of expediency.

In these three sentences, Nabors overturns 
a century of historiography. He transforms 
the Civil War into a clash of political regimes 
(or rather, an inter-regime conflict); he reposi-
tions slavery as a political question before it 
becomes a racial one; and he makes the Union 
victory in the war a vindication of the found-
ers, not a Romantic turning toward some new 
egalitarian horizon in a perfect future. He 
will not let the war for black freedom obscure 
the far larger war against oligarchy. He will 
not permit the paladins of bullwhip feudalism 
to be disguised as free-traders, free-marketers, 
or free-anything.

This is the book that jaffa might 
have written after a New Birth of Free-
dom, had not age finally overtaken him. 

(Jaffa is one of the book’s four dedicatees.) It 
is the book that fully one third of the mem-
bers of the Civil War Congresses—from 
Charles Sumner and Thaddeus Stevens to 
James Ashley, the 13th Amendment’s floor 
manager, and dozens more—could have writ-
ten. As Nabors patiently shows, the Repub-
licans who endured the oligarchs’ attempts 
on the life of the Republic told us, over and 
over again, that the war they had fought and 
won was a war against oligarchy. Their words 
provide the flip side of what Charlestonians 
told William Howard Russell, that (as James 
Blaine of Maine said) “the slave-holders ruled 
their states more positively than ever the aris-
tocratic classes ruled England,” ruling one 
class as slaves and encompassing another with 
a “line of demarcation between white men 
that was as absolute as the division between 
patrician and plebeian…. It was in short an 
oligarchy which by its combined power ruled 
the republic.” 

No one who reads Nabors should mis-
take his concentration on the regime conflict 
posed by the Southern oligarchs as some coy 
dismissal of the ugly centrality of African-
American slavery at the oligarchy’s heart. 

Slave labor, as historian James Huston has 
demonstrated, spared the planter class the 
need for personal labor, and invited a disdain 
for those who labor for a living. Moreover, the 
patterns imposed by slave labor had all the 
characteristics of aristocracy, with economies 
of scale and the ability to reallocate labor at 
will. James Madison had feared slavery was 
the oligarchic snake in the republican gar-
den, since the classical republics whose vices 
he had studied had demonstrated all too well 
that “in proportion as slavery prevails in a 
State, the Government, however democratic 
in name, must be aristocratic in fact.” But for 
the special pleading of South Carolina and 
Georgia in the Constitutional Convention 
and the well-intentioned assurances of Con-
necticut representatives Roger Sherman and 
Oliver Ellsworth that slavery was petering 
out to a “speck” anyway, the Convention just 
might have torn the snake out of its nest at the 
very beginning. What the founders settled for 
was the hope that it would simply disappear 
without making more destabilizing grief. And 
it should have, had it not been for the nova-
like eruption of cotton-hunger in Britain’s 

“dark, satanic mills” (as William Blake called 
the Industrial Revolution), and the maniacal 
simplicity of the cotton gin, whose invention 
in 1793 transformed tough-seeded field cot-
ton into clean, spinnable bales of white gold. 
From that moment, slavery began the steady 
perversion of the cotton-growing states from 
republicanism into oligarchy.

As nabors explains, oligarchy, 
strictly speaking, is a regime “in 
which a rich minority rules for the 

advantage of the rich minority and in which 
the people composing that political society 
are ranked...because the ruling principle of 
that regime is the principle of natural in-
equality.” Aristotle called it a deviant form of 
aristocracy (in the same way that tyranny is 
a deviant form of monarchy), and in practical 
terms, it exhibits its form through excessive 
concentrations of property in the hands of a 
few, the reservation of education to the elite, 
and the organization of government to serve 
the purposes of the oligarchs. No wonder, 
then, that Southern slave owners constantly 
agitated in the 1850s for state centralization 
of economic activities that would promote 
slave agriculture: state-sponsored agricultur-
al surveys, state-subsidized agricultural peri-
odicals, and state investment in railroads (at 
more than twice the rate of Northern state 
assistance) which would unite the South and 
the West and encourage more intensive cot-
ton cultivation. They were, as historian John 
Majewski remarks, the forerunners of the 

“southern Progressives of the early twentieth 
century.” 

This symbiosis leads ineluctably to the con-
trol of labor, and from there, as Nabors writes, 

“commanders of labor become accustomed to 
their command over the common people in 
economic and social life” as well. Where a re-
public demands equality, and equality tends to 
ensure mobility, oligarchy is about hierarchy 
and stasis. “Society is a pyramid,” explained 
the editor of the Nashville Daily Gazette late 
in 1860. “We may sympathize with the stones 
at the bottom of the pyramid of Cheops, but 
we know that some stones have to be at the 
bottom, and that they must be permanent in 
their place.”

Trying to plant such an oligarchy in the 
midst of what was otherwise the world’s most 
successful republican regime was no small 
task, and it required the invention of ideologi-
cal monstrosities to justify it. In the Southern 
case, the monstrosities included race-based 
rationales for the enslavement of Africans. 
The Montgomery Mail felt no shame in whip-
ping up Alabama opinion in 1860 by promis-
ing that Lincoln’s aim was “to free the negroes 
and force amalgamation between them and 
the children of the poor men of the South.” 

“Multitudes of these feel that they are crushed 
to the earth by this heartless aristocracy,” ar-
gued Indiana abolitionist George Julian in 
1852; but with breathtaking cynicism, the 
oligarchs played on the racial illusions which 
they themselves had invented to keep black 
slaves and poor whites in hostility and mis-
trust. “White supremacy,” Nabors observes, 

“is but one species of supremacy that all anti-
republican regimes incorporate in one form or 
the other,” and “oligarchy was its parent.”

Still, one hesitates to accept prima 
facie the claim that the slave South had 
deliberately converted itself by 1860 

into an engine of anti-republicanism. After 
all, the Southern states still held elections; 
the South Carolina legislature had 124 repre-
sentatives in the lower house and 24 senators, 
while New York had a senate of 32 members 
and lower house of 128, so that both New 
York and South Carolina seem at least rea-
sonably and similarly democratic; and there 
were courts of equity, appeals, common pleas 
and general sessions alike in South Carolina 
and New Jersey. Merely gathering together, as 
Nabors does in his first 222 pages, the raging 
testimony of Civil War Republicans against 
a “Slave Power” oligarchy may not seem any 
more convincing than Lincoln’s evidence in 
the “House Divided” speech that Franklin 
Pierce, Roger Taney, Stephen Douglas, and 
James Buchanan had all been in collusion to 
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produce the Kansas-Nebraska Act and Dred 
Scott decision. 

It is not until the crucial sixth chapter that 
Nabors begins to lay out the empirical evidence 
for the slide of the slave South into oligarchy. 
As he does so, the charge begins to take on 
stark, full color. Begin with education. Across 
the South in 1860, slavery and illiteracy “were 
strongly correlated”—which is to say that the 
density of slaveholding in a given area invari-
ably sat side-by-side with an unwillingness by 
state legislatures to vote funding to educate 
poor whites. Funding public schooling, sniffed 
Thomas Cooper of South Carolina College, 
“has the demerit of introducing habitual jeal-
ousy and hatred among the persons of no prop-
erty.” Move to landowning. In the Northern 
free states, the median size of all farms ranged 
between 20 and 100 acres; in the slave states, 
the median farm was 1,000 acres and larger. 
In Pennsylvania alone, with a population of 3 
million, there were only 76 farms larger than 
500 acres, while in Georgia, with a population 
of one third that size (but 44% of it enslaved), 
there were over 3,594 farms over 500 acres. Big 
plantation landowners had, in effect, squeezed 
the economic life out of ordinary farmers’ lives. 

No wonder Confederate soldiers who 
marched north into Pennsylvania under 
Robert E. Lee in the summer of 1863 found 
themselves staring at the landscape: they 
had never seen in their own home states so 
many small farms, and so many fences mark-
ing their boundaries. Pennsylvania, wrote 
Charles Blackford, who served in Lee’s army, 
was nothing but “small farms divided into 
fields no larger than our garden,” all of it sur-
rounded by “substantial fences.” (Those fenc-
es, ironically, would eventually march against 
them, since Pickett’s Charge would be repeat-
edly broken up and disordered by the need to 
cope with the farm fences in its path.)

But the most damning and embar-
rassing statistics are the ones which 
uncover the degeneration of South-

ern state governments into a kind of oligar-
chic sclerosis. In the states which eventually 
formed the Confederacy, a little less than 2% 
(some 98,000 Southerners) of the free popu-
lation owned three quarters of all the slaves; 
yet, this tiny class ruled the state governments 
of the South. In Alabama, 51% of state rep-
resentatives and 61% of state senators were 
slaveholders; in Mississippi, 51% of state rep-

resentatives and 67% of the state senate were 
slaveholders; in South Carolina—the hotbed 
of secession—60% of the state representatives 
and a whopping 90% of the state senate were 
slaveholders. Even in Virginia, where 54% of 
the voters cast their ballots for pro-Union 
candidates in the 1860 presidential election, 
the secessionists still carried the state out of 
the Union six months later. Republican gov-
ernment had become a sham. 

Curiously, one statistic Nabors does not cite 
is voter participation. Nationally, in 1852, out 
of a population of 23 million, approximately 
69.6% of Americans cast votes for the presi-
dency. In the free North, that baseline was rou-
tinely exceeded, showing a healthy openness in 
the political process: in Pennsylvania, 72.6% of 
eligible voters cast ballots; in neighboring Ohio 
and New York, the percentages rose to 80.6% 
and 84.7%; and even in frontier Michigan, 

age which men have fondly deemed forever 
abolished.” Pro-secession propagandists like 
Edmund Ruffin frankly despised his Virginia 
legislature as “that despicable assembly” be-
cause of “the enlargement of the constituency 
to universal suffrage,” and David Gavin frankly 
hoped for a new Southern nation with “no gen-
eral suffrage.” In that case, why not the mon-
archy William Howard Russell heard them 
praising? The cotton nabobs had made the 
South a no-go area for the Constitution, for (as 
Harper’s Weekly observed in 1864) “if the right 
of free speech, guaranteed by the Constitution, 
were tolerated in the South, slavery would be 
destroyed by the common-sense of the South-
ern people.... Consequently, in its most impor-
tant provision, the Constitution has been a 
dead letter in every slave State for more than 
thirty years.” The South, complained the judge 
and writer Albion Tourgée, “was a republic in 
name, but an oligarchy in fact.”

The mention of Tourgée, that unsparing 
critic of the failures of Reconstruction who 
served as Homer Plessy’s lawyer in Plessy v. Fer-
guson (1896), is a reminder that the defeat of 
the Confederacy did not necessarily mean the 
end of oligarchy. Despite the destructiveness 
of the war, Southern land tenures remained 
largely undisturbed, and in the Reconstruction 
years, the sadder-but-wiser oligarchs learned 
how, once again, to play on the racial hatreds 
they had spent decades so sedulously cultivat-
ing among the white yeomanry. Although the 
subtitle of Nabors’s book, The Great Task of 
Reconstruction, hints at how the end of the war 
demanded some form of regime change in the 
South, Americans were in reality no more ea-
ger to bear the costs of regime change in their 
own backyard than they have been in later 
times and further afield. Nevertheless, Forrest 
Nabors succeeds mightily in making clear that 
the Calhounite Confederacy, despite its Lost 
Cause apologists and their determination to 
apotheosize the Confederacy as “conservative,” 
has nothing that binds it to a genuinely repub-
lican conservatism. The Confederacy was what 
William Russell Howard called “a modern 
Sparta,” not a democratic Athens, much less a 
republican Rome.

Allen C. Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce Profes-
sor of the Civil War Era at Gettysburg College, 
a senior fellow of the Claremont Institute, and 
the author, most recently, of Reconstruction: A 
Concise History (Oxford University Press).

Why did the American 
republic, which had 
succeeded against
all odds, suddenly
turn and plunge

itself into a
fratricidal bloodbath?

71.3% of eligibles voted. But the South told 
a different story: in Louisiana, the numbers 
slumped to 48.7%, and to 45.3% and 48.6% in 
Alabama and Arkansas. In the 11 states which 
would form the Confederacy, only one (Ten-
nessee) showed voter participation higher than 
the national average; the rest showed voter par-
ticipation 15 percentage points lower, and in 
some cases lower by 20% than in the free states. 
If oligarchy is the rule of the few and the exclu-
sion of the many, the voter percentages already 
begin to tell the story. 

What would have been next, af-
ter secession? “Who knows,” asked 
the New-York Tribune, “but we may 

see revived there the feudal tenures—maiden-
right, wardship, baronial robberies, the sei-
zure of white children for the market, military 
service, and the horrible hardships of villen-
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Book Review by Steven F. Hayward

Twin Peaks
Lincoln & Churchill: Statesmen at War, by Lewis E. Lehrman.

Stackpole Books, 544 pages, $34.95

Abraham lincoln and winston 
Churchill are commonly regarded 
as the preeminent statesmen of the 

modern democratic era. Until now, however, 
no thorough study has ever compared their 
statecraft. Lewis E. Lehrman’s ambitious new 
book, Lincoln & Churchill: Statesmen at War, 
rewards careful attention, like its two subjects. 
Lehrman, a businessman, philanthropist, and 
author of two previous books on Lincoln and 
one on Churchill, focuses on their wartime 
command, finding commonalities and prin-
ciples that transcend their disparate circum-
stances. Lincoln confronted a civil war limited 
to American soil, while Churchill had to man-
age, alongside sometimes quarrelsome allies, a 
world war fought for the sake of civilization it-
self. There are many other obvious differences 
between the two men and their situations, but 
to paraphrase Churchill, the distinctions dis-
solve as the point of view is raised. 

The observations in Lehrman’s richly de-
tailed book clarify the properties of states-
manship as such, and vindicate honorable 
ambition. Lincoln & Churchill not only proves 

that, despite the mountain of books about 
each, there are vital things still to be said about 
its subjects. It also refutes the debunkers who 
have attempted to cut each great man down 
to size, or exploit one or the other for their 
own purposes. These misrepresentations have 
been going on for decades. The best biogra-
phy of Lincoln is still one of the oldest, Lord 
Charnwood’s compact 1917 effort, appear-
ing when Progressives like Woodrow Wilson 
and Herbert Croly were doing their best to 
reimagine Lincoln as a Progressive, which re-
quired stripping away his actual principles.

Recent biographies have tended 
to follow this corrupt model. David 
Herbert Donald described his much 

heralded 1995 biography of Lincoln as hav-
ing been written “from Lincoln’s point of 
view,” before stating, “My interpretation of 
Lincoln’s political philosophy and religious 
views has been much influenced by the ideas 
of John Rawls.” So much for understanding 
and presenting his subject as Lincoln under-
stood himself.

Likewise, Churchill has come under fresh 
attack and gross distortion due to the suc-
cess of the 2017 film Darkest Hour. Where-
as former leading liberals such as Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., Isaiah Berlin, and especially 
John F. Kennedy strongly admired Churchill, 
he is attacked in our century for failing to 
anticipate multiculturalism. (A few un-
hinged critiques call Churchill a genocidal 
mass murderer no better than Hitler or 
Stalin.) Time magazine chose Churchill as 

“Man of the Half-Century” in 1950, but 50 
years later declined to name him Person of 
the Century. Why? “In his approach to do-
mestic issues, individual rights and the lib-
erties of colonial subjects, Churchill turned 
out to be a romantic refugee from a previous 
era who ended up on the wrong side of his-
tory.” Happily, after eight years of President 
Barack Obama overusing this empty, cant 
expression to make pronouncements in lieu 
of advancing arguments, the “wrong side of 
history” is, itself, on the wrong side of history.

To consider the two men together, start 
with their similarities. Although Churchill 
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attended British private schools and Sand-
hurst, while Lincoln received almost no for-
mal education, both were self-educated with 
respect to political rhetoric and statecraft. 
Lehrman fully captures the discernment both 
men brought to their study of history and lit-
erature, especially Shakespeare and the Bible. 
Both were accomplished storytellers. Both 
had famously strained relations with their 
fathers. Both were notably fond of inventions 
and technology: Lincoln’s interest in, and 
work on behalf of, railroads closely resembles 
Churchill’s early, abiding interest in aviation. 
Within their own parties, both faced serious 
doubts about their capacities and judgment, 
but ultimately won over nearly all their intra-
party critics. Both faced a crisis within their 
own cabinets in their administration’s open-
ing weeks, necessitating supreme skill and 
forcefulness. 

Their invaluable ability was to 
express compellingly the causes and 
likely consequences of the crises 

their countries faced, and render unfolding 
events comprehensible to their countrymen. 
In a brilliant aperçu, Lehrman compares 
Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” speech to the 
Gettysburg Address, each memorably ex-
plicating a conflict’s deeper meaning. Like 
Churchill in the many books he wrote, Lin-
coln was able to draw from history to inform 
his arguments, most especially in the Cooper 
Union address he delivered months before 
being elected president.

Two key traits of their shared character 
stand out: magnanimity and wit. Their high-
mindedness is well recalled from Lincoln’s 
admonition to have “malice toward none,” and 
Churchill’s motto “In victory, magnanimity.” 
But their character and gifts of perception 
transcended generosity of spirit or even for-
giveness. Both men understood that vindic-
tiveness was as bad for the victors as for the 
vanquished. In his Second Inaugural Address, 
Lincoln argued carefully and movingly that 
the guilt of slavery belonged to the whole na-
tion, not just the South. He matched these 
words with deeds, standing athwart congres-
sional measures to impose a punitive postwar 
reconstruction on the South. Churchill wrote 
in his World War II memoirs, “Nothing is 
more costly, nothing is more sterile, than 
vengeance.” After Neville Chamberlain’s un-
timely death due to cancer in November 1940, 
Churchill gave full credit to his rival’s desire 
for peace without referring even indirectly to 
their bitter clashes over appeasement. “It fell 
to Neville Chamberlain,” Churchill said in 
his eulogy, “in one of the supreme crises of the 
world to be contradicted by events, to be dis-

appointed in his hopes, and to be deceived and 
cheated by a wicked man.”

As a practical matter, Churchill learned 
from what he regarded as the imprudent and 
vengeful terms of the Versailles Treaty con-
cluding the First World War, and for a time 
thought appeasement of German grievances 
appropriate and just. That stopped abruptly, 
of course, when the Nazis came to power, and 
Churchill grasped early on that the evil char-
acter of that regime could not be contained 
or moderated through appeasement. To the 
contrary. Churchill understood, almost alone, 
that appeasement would aggravate the threat 
of totalitarian aggression. 

Though lehrman does not put it 
in these terms, appeasement’s nature 
and dangers turn out to be a key com-

mon thread between Lincoln and Churchill, 
even if “appeasement” is seldom if ever used 
in connection with the slave controversy. The 
rising demand to placate the slave interest in 
the 1850s aroused Lincoln’s resolve and clar-
ity. The slave interest’s territorial demands re-
sembled Hitler’s—both sought “living space” 
to implement a supremacist ideology. Lincoln 
understood that appeasing the South would 
eventually entail the erosion of liberty ev-
erywhere. He grasped the Cold War idea of 

“containment”: accepting slavery as a fact on 
the ground, like Communism after World 
War II, but resisting its expansion in order 
to confine it strictly within its present ambit, 
thereby placing it in the course of ultimate ex-
tinction. Churchill thought vigorous rearma-
ment and diplomatic concord with Germany’s 
neighbors would be sufficient to deter Ger-
many, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. Lincoln 
and Churchill had to contend with confusion 
within their own ranks, with party rivals (like 
William Seward for Lincoln, and Lord Hali-
fax for Churchill) who thought it possible to 
strike a compromise. 

When to be flexible and when to be reso-
lute? This dilemma helps us appreciate how 
profoundly each man understood the central 
problems he faced. If they were necessary to 
preserve the Union, Lincoln was willing to 
compromise by extending constitutional guar-
antees to slavery where it presently existed; but 
he rejected proposals, tempting to many in his 
own party, that would have reestablished the 
old Missouri Compromise and allowed the 
further expansion of slavery—albeit, even then, 
not to the extent the South demanded. Lincoln 
promoted the Homestead Act of 1862 partly 
as an anti-slavery measure, hoping to populate 
western territories and new states with settlers 
who would oppose the extension of slavery, if 
the Union were reestablished without its aboli-
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tion, which seemed possible at that point. For-
tunately for Lincoln, he did not have to deal 
with someone like Stalin, either as an ally or 
adversary, nor with a too-conciliatory ally like 
Franklin Roosevelt, and of whom compelled 
Churchill to make concessions over the post-
war fate of eastern Europe.

Sometimes lincoln’s and churchill’s 
perceptions of the core principles at 
stake were illustrated by seemingly 

minor details, especially semantic ones. Lin-
coln upbraided General George Meade for 
boasting after Gettysburg that he intended 
to “drive from our soil every vestige of the 
invader.” Lincoln sent along a sharp rebuke: 

“Drive the invaders from our soil! My God! …
The whole country is our soil.” The confeder-
ates were not foreign invaders; they were an 
insurrection, a rebellion against lawful con-
stitutional authority. Similarly, Churchill dis-
dained the use of the term “invasion” in any 
discussion of D-Day:

Our object is the liberation of Europe 
from German tyranny…we “enter” the 
oppressed countries rather than “in-
vade” them and…the word “invasion” 
must be reserved for the time when we 
cross the German frontier. There is no 
need for us to make a present to Hitler 

of the idea that he is the defender of a 
Europe we are seeking to invade.

The beating heart of Lehrman’s book is 
the challenge of war leadership, where the 
similarities between Lincoln and Churchill 
are most striking, and most instructive. Both 
had to contend with recalcitrant, shortsighted, 
ineffective generals who, in the early phases 
of the war, lacked a sense of grand strategy. 
For Lincoln, it was George B. McClellan—

“Churchill’s self-absorption paled by com-
parison with the self-centered arrogance of 
McClellan,” Lehrman observes. Even more 
challenging were the egos of the effective ones, 
such as Alan Brooke and Bernard Montgom-
ery. Although Lincoln didn’t have the kind of 
military education or command experience 
that Churchill had, he was a quick study. Both 
leaders constantly browbeat their narrow-
minded commanders over geostrategy and 
the importance of gaining the initiative. For 
the first two years of their wars, each man had 
to endure numerous battlefield defeats before 
the tide turned in his favor.

Diplomatic relations between the U.S. and 
England were a mirror image in the 1940s of 
what they had been in the 1860s. Lincoln la-
bored to keep the British out of the conflict, 
or at least from recognizing the South as a 
separate sovereign nation, while Churchill 

from the earliest moments wanted the U.S. in 
the war at his side. The most gripping part of 
Lehrman’s narrative is his unfolding year-by-
year account of how the two wars proceeded, 
how each man sized up the scene and reached 
his key decisions.

Lehrman thinks Lincoln a more patient 
person than Churchill, and therefore the 
more prudent of the two. “The president knew 
when to be bold, when to exercise restraint.” 
Although Lehrman is surely correct that 
Churchill’s boundless energy and lightning-
quick mind made him restless and impatient, 
one may doubt whether this justifies subor-
dinating his prudence to Lincoln’s. The more 
desperate circumstances of Britain in 1940, 
and the vagaries of Britain’s cabinet govern-
ment, are two differences that allow latitude 
for Lincoln’s patience to exhibit itself. But this 
is precisely where the calibration of states-
manship begins to escape objective measure, 
and why the best way to cultivate the qualities 
of statesmanship is to study such figures in 
the fine, loving, painstaking detail that Leh-
rman does in Lincoln & Churchill.

Steven F. Hayward is a senior resident scholar 
at the Institute of Governmental Studies at the 
University of California, Berkeley, and author of 
Greatness: Reagan, Churchill, and the Mak-
ing of Extraordinary Leaders (Crown Forum).
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Book Review by Carol Iannone

Home on the Range
Prairie Fires: The American Dreams of Laura Ingalls Wilder, by Caroline Fraser.

Metropolitan Books, 640 pages, $35

If any life sings of the hardships and 
deprivations borne by those who came be-
fore us, and the strength and endurance 

needed to face them, it is Laura Ingalls Wild-
er’s. Wilder published her immensely popu-
lar “Little House” children’s novels between 
1932 and 1943, based on her experiences as a 
girl and young woman in unsettled Wiscon-
sin, Kansas, Minnesota, and South Dakota. 
The series launched a long-running television 
show (1974–1982) under the title of the third 
book, Little House on the Prairie. The show 
took liberties with Wilder’s stories but has 
delighted generations of young people, and is 
still enjoyed today in syndication around the 
world. 

Born in 1867, Wilder didn’t start writing 
until she was past 40, mostly for farm journals 

and rural newspapers. She didn’t produce her 
children’s books until she was past 60, when 

I began to think what a wonderful 
childhood I had had. How I had seen 
the whole frontier, the woods, the Indi-
an country of the great plains, the fron-
tier towns, the building of railroads in 
wild, unsettled country, homesteading 
and farmers coming in to take posses-
sion. I realized that I had seen and lived 
it all—all the successive phases of the 
frontier, first the frontiersman, then the 
pioneer, then the farmers and the towns.

Then I understood that in my own 
life I represented a whole period of 
American history…. It seemed to me 
that my childhood had been much 

richer and more interesting than that of 
children today, even with all the mod-
ern inventions and improvements.

Wilder wanted to preserve her father’s 
stories and pass on her parents’ virtues―

“courage, self-reliance, independence, integ-
rity, and helpfulness.” These form “a golden 
thread” she weaves through her eight Little 
House novels (one based on her husband’s 
childhood), rendered in her special purity of 
prose and pitch-perfect voice.

Caroline fraser’s prairie fires: 
The American Dreams of Laura In-
galls Wilder deservedly won both the 

National Book Critics Circle Award and the 
Pulitzer Prize. It a work of careful, intricate, 
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and painstaking scholarship that tells the 
sweeping history of the prairie-land Mid-
west in the latter 19th and early 20th centu-
ries, and of Laura’s place within it. It is also 
a biography―perhaps a bit too thorough―of 
Wilder’s erratic and eccentric daughter Rose 
Wilder Lane, who became her mother’s liter-
ary mentor, editor, and collaborator, and was 
a well-known writer and journalist in her own 
right. It is moreover a biography of the prairie 
itself, its ecology, vegetation, climate, weather, 
economy, and peoples―the austere, expan-
sive beauty and at times harrowing brutality 
that became part of the American literary 
imagination. Drawing on a huge number of 
public and private sources, Fraser, formerly on 
the editorial staff of the New Yorker, touches 
on literature, politics, music, and community 
life―everything related to the struggles of a 
rural culture rising on vast virgin land. 

She highlights some of the harsher realities 
the Ingalls family faced that are not rendered 
in the novels: humiliations, financial ruin, pe-
riods of grinding poverty, cramped and undig-
nified living quarters with undesirable people. 
The novels present plenty of rough and even 
frightening scenes, but not graphically, and al-
ways worked into a vision of stability, equilibri-
um, and satisfaction that Fraser cannot seem to 
accept. Sometimes she conveys the sense that 

Wilder’s books are prettified versions of rural 
life meant to relieve Depression-weary Ameri-
cans. But she doubles back on her own criti-
cism: the books may not be true in every detail, 
as Wilder and Rose would later assert, but are 
true in a larger sense to the experience and re-
ality of the West. “[T]he truth about our his-
tory is in them,” Fraser admits; “[a]nyone who 
would ask where we came from, and why, must 
reckon with them.” Such is the power of art. 

Part of wilder’s aim was to counter 
the representations of rural life’s bleak-
ness and meanness portrayed by such 

writers as Hamlin Garland and Sherwood 
Anderson. Though children would have to see 
how much tougher life was in the past, Wilder 
deemed some things both inappropriate for 
young readers and detrimental to the totality 
of experience she wanted to convey. Today’s 
autobiographical works are often bent on re-
vealing every last lurid detail, even to the point 
of sensationalism and the eclipse of any larger 
purpose. The Little House books represent the 
literary ethics of a different time.

In the same vein, Fraser judges harshly 
Laura’s much loved and loving “Pa,” Charles 
Ingalls, for a series of actions she finds mor-
ally dubious. He dodged the Civil War (how, 
isn’t clear), showed poor judgment at times, 

put his family in harm’s way in wild frontier 
spaces, and built one of his little houses on 
Indian land in Kansas, using Indian lumber. 
Despite such deeds, however, and despite his 
ultimate failure to wrest a living from the land, 
Pa emerges in both the books and, willy-nilly, 
even in Fraser’s narrative, as an admirable fig-
ure (along with his wife, Caroline, “Ma”), who 
withstood some of the harshest trials a hu-
man could undergo, including the loss of one 
child and the blindness of another.

Again and again, after arduous physical ex-
ertions unimaginable to those challenged by 
a summer without air conditioning, natural 
catastrophes undid his hopes. He persevered 
in the face of enormous obstacles, disasters, 
diseases, misfortunes, failures, and sorrows, 
and never stopped working and fiddling and 
singing and loving his family and guiding 
them where he could. It seems petty, even un-
grateful, to tick off his errors. And once again, 
Fraser’s criticism doubles back, since it was 
precisely the risks he took that provided Lau-
ra with the childhood she later recalled with 
luminous appreciation. “The family spent 
little more than a year on the Kansas prairie,” 
Fraser writes, referring to the time in Indian 
territory, “but it shaped her temperament and 
outlook for the rest of her life. That year made 
her who she was.” 

New in Paperback
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Wilder’s childhood was a time 
when people kept on in uncom-
plaining stoicism. The “Black Robe” 

Belgian Jesuit missionary, Pierre-Jean De 
Smet, who gave his last name to the South 
Dakota town which forms the setting for the 
last four books of the series, found himself 

“more baffled by white settlers than the Indi-
ans,” writes Fraser.

He described them as a “strange people,” 
undeterred by lethal obstacles placed in 
their paths by climate, weather, or dis-
ease. “Nothing frightens them,” he wrote 
wonderingly to his brother. “They will 
undertake anything. Sometimes they 
halt—stumble once in a while—but they 
get up again and march onward.”

They created towns on the prairies, how-
ever skimpy and scattered they might be. Set-
tlers were building a culture, a civilization, 
and Laura Ingalls was part of that. She did not 
reproach her parents, neither judging them 
nor inviting judgment. One is impressed with 
how much real life corresponds to the novels. 
At times it seems Fraser wishes the settlement 
of the plains never happened―that it would 
have been more just and ecologically sensible 
to have left it to the Indians. 

She also wishes to qualify the individualism 
and initiative that the Little House series high-
lights and to question their place as defining 
elements of the American character, since both 
Laura and Rose became staunch opponents 
of the New Deal. (In fact, Rose Wilder Lane, 
along with Isabel Paterson and Ayn Rand, are 
sometimes considered the triple inspiration of 
the libertarian movement in the United States.) 
Fraser points out that Charles took state assis-

tance (in one instance, two barrels of flour after 
a Biblical-scale plague of locusts had eaten ev-
erything that grew on the prairie, and practi-
cally everything that didn’t grow, besides), but 
this hardly undercuts the overall picture of the 
Ingalls and Wilders’ enormous self-reliance. 
Rose was the more fanatically anti-socialist of 
the two, but Laura, who had helped support 
her family from the age of nine, was firm in 
her conviction that New Deal America was 
changing for the worse, and she refused to take 
Social Security. Government intervention and 
caretaking, she believed, sapped people’s inde-
pendence and vigor in facing life’s vicissitudes. 
(The philosopher Eric Hoffer once observed 
that he never heard a person pity himself until 
the onset of the New Deal.)

Fraser respects the little house 
achievement but can’t quite accept its 
radiance. Her last pages contain this 

surprisingly reductive summary of young 
Laura’s days on the prairie: 

There was joy—riding ponies, singing 
hymns, eating Christmas candy—but 
it was fleeting. There was heroism, but 
it was the heroism of daily perseverance, 
the unprized tenacity of unending labor. 
It was the heroism of repetitive tasks 
defined by drudgery. Cooking and eat-
ing the same fried potatoes, day in and 
day out. Washing dishes in dirty water. 
Twisting hay with hands so cracked 
they bled. Writing with a blunt pencil 
on a cheap tablet.

I was rather stunned to come upon this at 
the end of the book. This is not my sense of Lau-
ra’s life at all, even after reading Caroline Fra-

ser’s extensively detailed account. And I don’t 
think it accurately portrays the Little House 
books either. Yes, there are ecstatic moments 
that necessarily have to pass, but Wilder’s joy 
is not fleeting, but deep and abiding, tried and 
tested, and found resilient and capacious, redo-
lent with gratitude and contentment.

Fraser’s ambivalence about the Little 
House books is reflected in her response to 
the recent action of the Association for Li-
brary Services to Children (ALSC), a divi-
sion of the American Library Association. 
The ALSC has removed Wilder’s name from 
the award originally established in her honor 
in 1954, when she was 87 years old, in rec-
ognition of “the lasting contribution which 
[her] books have made to literature for chil-
dren.” The present-day ALSC cites “anti-Na-
tive and anti-Black sentiments in her work,” 
which, it maintains, “includes expressions 
of stereotypical attitudes inconsistent with 
ALSC’s core values of inclusiveness, integrity 
and respect, and responsiveness.” In an ar-
ticle in the Washington Post, Fraser accepts 
the charge of racism and does not object to 
the erasure of Wilder’s name. She does ar-
gue that her work should be read, but “criti-
cally.” Referring specifically to Little House 
on the Prairie, she commends it not so much 
for its literary virtue, it seems, but because 

“[n]o white American should be able to avoid 
the history it has to tell.” It is not as tutori-
als in white guilt, however, but as superlative 
works of literature that Wilder’s books con-
tinue to matter in the first place.

Carol Iannone is editor at large of Academic 
Questions and writes on literature, education, 
and culture.
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Roger scruton’s eloquent defense 
of patriotism informs his conservatism, 
and his conservatism, in turn, informs 

his patriotism, giving it a remarkable breadth 
and depth. Scruton became a conservative in 
the 1970s, after witnessing the 1968 student 
revolts in France. His first effort to articulate 
his new outlook was The Meaning of Conser-
vatism (1980), a book influenced by G.W.F. 
Hegel. It is full of gems, even if it lacks the 
accessibility of his later writing, and is more 
adamantly anti-liberal, rejecting the whole 
edifice of modern liberal political thought. 

His newest book, Conservatism: An Invita-
tion to the Great Tradition, is more dialectical, 
prone to emphasize certain affinities between 
conservatism and the liberalism it aims to 
moderate and correct. In wonderfully lucid 
pages, Scruton reveals the way the liberal or-
der depends on certain enduring conservative 

insights. Liberalism’s desire to free the indi-
vidual from undue restraints will culminate in 
nihilism and moral disorder unless it retains 
the venerable customs and institutions that 
allow a regime of liberty to flourish in the first 
place. Conservatism, as Scruton now under-
stands it, provides a “yes, but…” to classical 
liberalism’s claims. 

Like classical liberalism, this conserva-
tism opposes the petty dictates of a manage-
rial state and the monstrous totalitarianisms 
of the 20th century. But it goes further, con-
tinuing to find a place for religion and high 
culture. Without sensible limits or condi-
tions, liberalism is prone to follow the logic 
of liberation and emancipation to its bitter, 
self-defeating conclusion. Scruton is left am-
bivalent about the Enlightenment—neither 
adamantly opposing nor endorsing all its 
premises and conclusions. 

He is also sensitive to modern conserva-
tism’s “classical roots.” More than a defense of 
tradition, conservatism is an approach to life 
and politics that appreciates enduring truths 
about human nature. Its defense of moderation, 
constitutionalism, and the cardinal virtues 
(courage, prudence, justice and temperance) 
owes much to Aristotle, for example. As Scru-
ton puts it, conservatism “calls upon aspects of 
the human condition that can be witnessed in 
every civilization and at every period of histo-
ry.” His conservatism is Aristotelian, too, in its 
recognition that human beings are social and 
political animals “who live naturally in commu-
nities, bound together by mutual trust.” 

As a modern conservative, scruton 
defends a form of democracy unknown 
to Aristotle. Following David Hume 

and Edmund Burke, however, he opposes the 

Book Review by Daniel J. Mahoney

Beyond the Culture of Repudiation
Conservatism: An Invitation to the Great Tradition, by Roger Scruton.

All Points Books, 176 pages, $24.99
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idea that the “political order is founded on a 
contract.” For Scruton, the state of nature is 
a chimera—an invention of modern political 
philosophers who had forgotten the debt and 
gratitude owed to our predecessors. The ficti-
tious state of nature—so central to philosophi-
cal liberalism—obscures the fact that member-
ship in a community, with its requisite duties 
and obligations, is a precondition for mean-
ingful freedom. “Absolute freedom”—doing 
whatever one wants—is always an invitation 
to anarchy or tyranny. In the modern world, 
the nation is the political form that guarantees 
membership and self-government. 

In all of his political writings, Scruton 
takes on the Left for scorning existing norms 
and customs, and for promoting a “culture 
of repudiation.” The Left is “negative.” It dis-
misses “every aspect of our cultural capital” 
with the language of brutal invective: ac-
cusing every defender of human nature and 
sound tradition of “racism,” “xenophobia,” 

“homophobia,” and “sexism.” Like 1984’s “two 
minutes of hate,” this language tears down, 
intimidates, and can never build anything 
humane or constructive—it is nihilistic to 
the core. At the same time, Scruton wants to 
reach out to reasonable liberals who eschew 
ideology and who still believe in civility and 
the promise of national belonging. His con-
servatism can discern the truth in liberalism 
(another Aristotelian trait) while the parti-
sans of repudiation see half the human race 
as enemies. 

The book’s best and most sustained 
portrait is of Edmund Burke. Scruton 
is not exactly a Burkean (his philo-

sophical premises owe more to Aristotle and 
Immanuel Kant) although he profoundly ad-
mires the great Anglo-Irish statesman and 
political thinker. His Burke operates at the 
intersection of liberalism and conservatism, 
and is by no means reactionary. He is a par-
tisan of moderation and prudence, and the 
greatest modern critic of ideological thinking. 
He supported the American Revolution but 
saw through the “literary cabal” that imposed 
fanaticism on the French people—the desire 
to begin everything anew at some ideological 

“year zero.” 
Burke thought of society as entailing a 

“trusteeship” that connected the living, the 
dead, and the yet to be born, and although 
adamantly opposed to Jacobinism, he didn’t 
see the Enlightenment in toto as an expres-
sion of satanic hubris. A defender of the “little 
platoons” that shape the affections of citizens, 
Burke was also a partisan of a proud and in-
dependent Britain. He defended “a traditional 
community” that had nothing to do with ei-

Available
from St. Augustine’s Press

Peter kreeft

�
socrates’ children

Ancient

A Socratic Introduction

to Plato’s Republic

peter kreeft

Peter Kreeft’s four volume
history of philosophy
brings the big ideas of
philosophical thought from
the Ancient, Medieval, 
Modern and Contemporary
eras to life. Written to de-
light and engage both
scholars and those just be-
ginning to ask the big ques-
tions, these four works
cover the greatest philoso-
phers of each era and how
those ideas influence the
way we see the world
today.

this book is designed for
three classes of people: 
(1) Beginners who want an
introduction to philosophy;
(2) those who have already
had an introduction to phi-
losophy, but who have
never read Plato’s Republic;
(3) those who have read
Plato’s Republic but did not
understand its deepest 
significance. 

So the final question is . . .
why is Plato the best intro-
duction to philosophy? 

the Platonic tradition in
Western philosophy is not
just one of many central
traditions, it is tHe central
tradition. Like the Confu-
cian tradition in Chinese
culture, the monotheistic
tradition in religion, or the
tradition of human rights
in politics, the very exis-
tence of Western civiliza-
tion is built upon the
Platonic tradition.

this volume collects roger
Scruton’s best essays from
many sources into four
central areas: Language
and Art, Writers in Con-
text, Architecture, and Cul-
ture and Anarchy. included
are important essays on
Dante, Andre Breton, gra-
ham greene, James Joyce,
Sylvia Plath, Jacques
Lacan, and Yukio Mishima,
which contribute to the
reappraisal of their work.

160-256 pp., paper
$19.00-$24.00

140 pp., cloth, $22.00

106 pp., cloth, $20.00

245 pp., paper, $22.00

St. AuguStine’S PreSS
editorial: 574-291-3500; bruce@staugustine.net

orders: 800-621-2736; khyzy@press.uchicago.edu

Claremont Review 2018 #2 Blf.qxp_Layout 1  6/19/18  6:44 PM  Page 1

ther revolutionary despotism or the modern 
bureaucratic state. 

I mentioned Scruton’s debt to Hegel. Scru-
ton admires the Hegel who attacked the 
French Revolution’s abstractions and Reign 
of Terror, and who, in the Phenomenology of 
Spirit, sought the philosophical grounds for 
moral and political accountability, a preemi-
nent theme in Scruton’s writing. But he has 
nothing but disdain for Hegel’s “philosophy 
of history,” which influenced both Marx-
ist historical determinism and ongoing illu-
sions about a coming “end of History.” This 
quasi-religious belief in historical progress 
is for Scruton “one of the most damaging of 
all philosophically inspired illusions” and has 
nothing in common with true liberalism or 
true conservatism. Scruton retains what is 
worth saving in Hegel’s complex political and 
philosophical reflection while repudiating his 
most pernicious legacy. 

Scruton, too, ably discusses alexis 
de Tocqueville’s mixture of liberal-
ism and conservatism, as well as a full 

range of cultural conservatism from T.S. Eliot 
to Simone Weil and José Ortega y Gasset. At 
the same time, he emphasizes cultural con-
servatism’s limits as a strictly political guide or 
philosophy, even if such quasi-nostalgic cul-
tural ruminations speak to the human spirit 
and helps keep a tradition of high culture alive.

Likewise, Scruton appreciates the conser-
vative case against both the managerial, or ad-
ministrative, state and Soviet Communism, “a 
tyranny yet more murderous than that of the 
Jacobins in revolutionary France.” He writes re-
spectfully about Friedrich Hayek and Michael 
Oakeshott while discerning the limits of clas-
sical liberalism (and especially libertarianism), 
as well as the limits of Oakeshott’s rather 
aesthetic and apolitical defense of poetry, con-
versation, and the arts. Although his account 
of Leo Strauss is also respectful, emphasiz-
ing Strauss’s defense of natural right against 
thorough-going historicism, Scruton remains 
a conservative political philosopher of the 
first rank who is in no real sense influenced 
by Straussian thought on statesmanship and 
political philosophy. 

There is something capacious and even 
cosmopolitan about his defense of home and 
a sense of political and social membership. 
Scruton is at home in France, loves the Czech 
people (whom he helped during their Com-
munist captivity), and is a friend of the Unit-
ed States. This British patriot knows America 
well, and has astute things to say about Thom-
as Jefferson’s conservative side (his defense of 
agrarian virtue and classical architecture) even 
if he prefers to remain silent about Jefferson’s 
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embarrassing indulgence of the French Revo-
lution. Scruton is less sure-footed when writ-
ing about The Federalist. Like many today, he 
understates its defense of a vigorous national 
government and reads it more as a defense of 
federalism than is probably warranted.

But these are minor complaints. 
He is marvelous on Whittaker Cham-
bers’s penetrating account of Com-

munism’s assault on the human soul and on 
William F. Buckley’s defense of the humane 
virtues against Ayn Rand’s radical individual-
ism, vulgarized Nietzscheism, and implacable 
dogmatism. Rand, Scruton astutely observes, 
was completely alien to what Buckley saw as 

“the essential kindness of the American inher-
itance.” Such lucid formulations and insights 
make this book a particularly delightful guide 
to things conservative. 

“Modern conservatism began as a defense 
of tradition against the calls for popular sov-
ereignty; it became an appeal on behalf of re-
ligion and high culture against the material-
ist doctrine of progress, before joining forces 
with the classical liberals in the fight against 
socialism.” He maintains that conservatism 
today is best seen as the defender of Western 
civilization against its cultured despisers—
those avatars of “political correctness” who 
see the West as uniquely culpable among all 
peoples and civilizations—and against “re-
ligious extremism,” especially in the form of 
militant Islam. 

Still, there is an ambiguity in Scruton’s 
book. Sometimes he presents himself as a 
defender of the Christian inheritance, some-
times as a defender of the secular state. The 
two are of course not necessarily incompat-
ible. Occasionally, and only occasionally, he 
seems to suggest that Islam reveals some-
thing essential about the nature of religion 
simply. One is tempted to say that Scruton’s 
legitimate revulsion against Islamist fanati-

cism has led him to accentuate his empha-
sis on secularism as the crucial ingredient in 
modern liberty. But can a liberal order wor-
thy of the name persist if it relies exclusively 
on secular resources and treats the Christian 
sense of fellowship and charity as at best a 

“residue” (as Scruton puts it elsewhere) of an 
older Western civilization? Happily, he re-
pudiates dogmatic secularism in his closing 
discussion of contemporary French political 
philosopher Pierre Manent. 

Scruton readily appreciates his 
many affinities with Manent (al-
though one is eminently French and 

the other is inescapably British). That is how 
it ought to be among conservatives who value 
tradition and a sense of home and belonging. 
Scruton writes with intelligence and sensi-
tivity about Manent’s book on the contem-
porary situation of France, translated into 
English as Beyond Radical Secularism (2016). 
He agrees with Manent that the principal 
object of shared loyalty in the contempo-
rary world is the self-governing nation. The 
transnational alternatives to it—the Euro-
pean Union in its post-political form; the 
United Nations; a dogmatic conception of 
universal human rights; and the Islamic um-
mah itself—“are either unappealing or run 
counter to the immediate and urgent need” 
to integrate the Muslim minority into West-
ern societies. Like Manent, Scruton opposes 
the “deliberate enfeeblement of the nation” 
by political and cultural elites in the name of 
globalization and a transnational conception 
of Europe (this, among other reasons, is why 
he was one of the most articulate and persis-
tent advocates for Brexit). Nor does he think 
that Frenchmen, or any Europeans, can live 
primarily as “radical individuals” affirming 
ever more indiscriminate rights in a secular 
state that has lost any sense of its Christian 
inheritance. 

In his reading of Manent, Scruton reaf-
firms the indispensability of Christianity’s 
spiritual inheritance to liberty rightly un-
derstood. Christianity taught the West the 
importance of love of neighbor, not a watery, 
globalized humanitarianism. Neighborhood 
and territory have a special place in Chris-
tianity (Manent has expressed similar ideas 
about the relationship between the Chris-
tian religion and the sovereign European 
nation). In light of all this, my question for 
Scruton is whether the nation, or a conserva-
tism worthy of the name, can survive without 
some kind of self-conscious renewal of the 
Christian proposition.

This may seem far-fetched in an aggres-
sively secular Britain, but as Manent has re-
peatedly emphasized, it is not too late to take 
a chance on “the old religion” and “the old na-
tions.” Sometimes Scruton’s conservatism is 
excessively elegiac, emphasizing (rightly) “that 
good things are more easily destroyed than 
created.” But if we have the requisite faith in 
the powers of the human soul and the endur-
ance of human nature, then a renewal of prac-
tical reason and the cardinal virtues ought to 
be possible even in our late modern dispen-
sation. The Gospel story will speak with ever 
greater conviction to those confronted by the 
abyss of meaninglessness.

Roger Scruton clearly has not given up 
completely on the possibility of such a civili-
zational renewal or he would not write such 
a worthy and evocative book. Torn between 
lament and hope for a revitalized nation, rec-
ognizing the limits of both religious extrem-
ism and radical secularism, he points the way 
beyond the culture of repudiation. 

Daniel J. Mahoney holds the Augustine Chair in 
Distinguished Scholarship at Assumption College, 
and is the author of the forthcoming The Idol 
of Our Age: How the Religion of Humanity 
Subverts Christianity (Encounter Books). 
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So accustomed are conservatives 
to ridiculing the Left’s cognitive disso-
nances that it is almost disconcerting to 

read Michael Walzer scolding his comrades 
for supporting radical Islamists, apologizing 
for tyrants, and blaming America for all the 
world’s ills. “The left needs to begin again,” 
writes Walzer in his new book, A Foreign 
Policy for the Left. “[I]t must never become 
the comrade of tyrants, oligarchs, or ter-
rorists” but should “support the use of force 
sometimes…opposing wars of conquest and 
supporting wars of defense.” It should also 
support “internationalization of agency” to 
advance “the relief of global poverty and the 
repair of global injustice.” And it “must resist 
the political regression that religious zealots 
seek to impose, and defend the ‘Western’ val-
ues they attack—which we insist are universal 
values.”

A professor emeritus at the Institute for 
Advanced Study, Walzer exhorts his fellow 
leftists to recognize and honor America’s spe-
cial contributions: “Wasn’t America a beacon 

of light to the old world, a city on a hill, an 
unprecedented experiment in democratic pol-
itics?” He is critical of “capitalism and impe-
rialism” but acknowledges the former’s “pro-
ductive force.” He would like a world govern-
ment that takes responsibility for the people 
of Darfur or Rwanda as much as governments 
take responsibility for their own citizens but 
allows that, in practice, most calls for world 
government are mere posturing. Only nation 
states—and powerful ones at that—can be 
made to pursue the Left’s objectives. 

Walzer frequently sounds like 
a cautious neoconservative. I doubt 
he would disagree in principle with 

President George W. Bush’s Second Inaugu-
ral, which declared America’s foreign policy 
ought “to seek and support the growth of 
democratic movements and institutions in ev-
ery nation and culture, with the ultimate goal 
of ending tyranny in our world.” “We have 
confidence,” Bush added, “because freedom is 
the permanent hope of mankind, the hunger 

in dark places, the longing of the soul…. His-
tory has an ebb and flow of justice, but history 
also has a visible direction, set by liberty and 
the Author of Liberty.” 

Walzer wants the same outcome, but is 
somewhat more reticent about the applica-
tion of force. Although he supported the war 
against Serbia over Kosovo, he opposed the 
Iraq War “because regime change…has never 
struck me as a just cause for sending an army 
across an international frontier—except when 
a rebellion is already in progress and there is 
a government-in-waiting.” He quotes Michael 
Kazin’s observation that since Woodrow Wil-
son, “liberals had ardently promoted wars to 
preserve and advance democracy,” but prefers 

“a more minimalist liberal and left defense of 
war,” namely “humanitarian intervention…
not to promote democracy but to stop mass 
murder, rape, and ethnic cleansing.”

The Left remains beguiled by “the lingering 
effects of the Marxist theory of imperialism,” 
Walzer observes. In addition, it is embittered 
at its powerlessness and does not “expect to 

Book Review by David P. Goldman

Howl at the Moon
A Foreign Policy for the Left, by Michael Walzer.

Yale University Press, 216 pages, $30
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young man. “I’m really the god Neptune, and 
I’ll send him an earthquake.”

By attributing such impulses to 
radical fringes in all societies Walzer 
dodges the question of what causes cer-

tain societies, but not others, to destroy them-
selves. He has no framework with which to 
address the self-destructive, suicidal impulses 
that govern the behavior of some peoples 
whom the Left deems oppressed. Making un-
derstanding more difficult, the leaders of the 

“oppressed” exploit Western sensitivities—or 
at least squeamishness—in order to advance 
goals repugnant to the West. Ancient barba-
rism and postmodern manipulation of West-
ern sensibilities converge on Israel’s borders; 
the “modern” world that eschews the national 
particularity of the past in favor of universal 
values is manipulated by pre-modern adversar-
ies who stage humanitarian disasters in order 
to compel the West to accept their demands.

An egregious example is Hamas’s use of 
human shields during the 2014 rocket at-
tacks on Israel. I know of no precedent for 
a combatant seeking to maximize casualties 
among its own civilians, the better to manip-
ulate third-party opinions. Of the more than 
2,100 Gazans killed by Israeli responses to 
terrorist rocket fire at least 1,000 were civil-
ians. Israel charged that Hamas committed 
a “double war crime” by firing rockets from 
civilian areas at civilian targets. Hamas con-
ceded that it had made the “mistake” of fir-
ing close to civilian targets—in fact, it fired 
from schools and hospitals. Only the Israel 
Defense Force’s exceptional caution limited 
civilian casualties. 

This may be prelude to a far higher civilian 
death toll. In Lebanon, Iran’s ally Hezbollah 
has approximately 150,000 rockets aimed at 
Israel, enough to destroy its core infrastruc-
ture. “Lebanon has some 200 villages in the 
south used as civilian shields for Hezbollah 
weaponry. All the villages and military targets 
in those villages will be hit,” according to Gabi 
Siboni, senior research fellow at the Institute 
for National Strategic Studies in Tel Aviv. 
Such a war would cause tens of thousands of 
civilian deaths, as Hezbollah and its Iranian 
masters well know. That might be the point of 
the war to begin with.

Moral blackmail through self-immolation 
is an effective policy tool. A photograph of a 
drowned boy on a Turkish beach displayed on 
the front page of major newspapers in Septem-
ber 2015 reportedly convinced European lead-
ers to open their borders to a mass influx of ref-
ugees. Next month Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan threatened European officials 
with thousands more drowned migrants:

We can open the doors to Greece and 
Bulgaria anytime and we can put the ref-
ugees on buses. What will you do with 
the refugees if you don’t get a deal? Kill 
the refugees? The E.U. will be confront-
ed with more than a dead boy on the 
shores of Turkey. There will be 10,000 
or 15,000. How will you deal with that?

The refugee crisis of the past sev-
eral years will seem trivial in compari-
son to what we will face a generation 

from now. At constant fertility, over the pres-
ent century the number of people aged 20 to 
30 years will grow from 1.2 billion to almost 
4 billion. Nearly all of the growth will occur 
in Africa, with some contribution from South 
Asia (notably Pakistan, where total fertility is 
3.6 children per woman versus 2.4 in India). 
Abysmal governance and dwindling resources 
portend a humanitarian catastrophe on an 
unimaginable scale.

In 2016, roughly 5,000 Africans died try-
ing to reach Europe by boat. The United Na-
tions estimates that 2 million have attempted 
the journey since 2014. What will the West 
do when not thousands, but millions, of des-
perate people appear on its borders? Last year 
the liberal media excoriated presidential ad-
visor Steve Bannon for citing Jean Raspail’s 
1973 novel, The Camp of the Saints, in which 
Europe succumbs to an inundation of desper-
ate immigrants. We are not far from such cir-
cumstances.

Most of the pre-modern cultures straining 
to come to terms with the 21st century are ex-
tremely fragile. Islamists have come to promi-
nence not because they draw upon residual 
religious sentiment, but because the socialist 
modernizers of the post-colonial era—Nasser, 
the Baathists, Sukarno—gave their people 
nothing but poverty and humiliation. Wash-
ington’s well-intentioned efforts to free the 
peoples of Mesopotamia and the Levant from 
oppression exchanged the deadening stabil-
ity of the old tyrants for perpetual sectarian 
warfare.

Leftist apologists for the most abhorrent 
aspects of pre-modern cultures, including fe-
male genital mutilation, earn Walzer’s con-
tempt, but there is a perverse logic to their 
position: traditional social constraints held 
together societies that disintegrate when 
modern demands, like self-governance by 
majority rule, are placed upon them. If one 
single event in the past 20 years elicited con-
sensus approval from enlightened opinion 
it was the Arab Spring, celebrated by the 
Obama Administration as ebulliently as by 
the Bush wing of the Republican Party and 
the neoconservatives. Yet it led to perpetual 

exercise power, ever.” Instead the Left indulg-
es in the “moral purism of blaming America 
first,” and does not feel entitled to “say any-
thing critical about people who are poorer and 
weaker than we are.” Walzer scorns leftists 
who make common cause with jihadists, and 
praises Paul Berman, whose 2010 book The 
Flight of the Intellectuals exposed the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s Nazi roots and drew attention 
to the terrorist ties of Tariq Ramadan, grand-
son of the Brotherhood’s founder.

Walzer’s reasonableness runs 
into a hard stop, however, when 
it comes to Israel, which the Left 

hates more than anything else. Twice Walzer 
draws an equivalence (theologically and, by 
implication, morally) between ISIS and the 
Israeli right. “The doctrines of ISIS derive 
from a possible interpretation of the Qur’an 
and the traditions that follow from it—just 
as the doctrines of the messianic Zionists 
of the Israeli settler movement can plausibly 
be described as interpretations of the Jewish 
tradition.” Elsewhere he condemns the Is-
raeli government’s “refusal to suppress Jewish 
thugs and terrorists on the West Bank.” The 
equivalence is vile: “messianic Zionists” do 
not systematically murder Arabs, let alone 
take their daughters for sex-slaves. The po-
litical party with the strongest support among 
Israeli residents of Judea and Samaria, The 
Jewish Home, is led by individuals who in the 
United States would be considered Modern 
Orthodox. Sometimes a few radicals put a 
mobile home on an unoccupied West Bank 
hilltop and declare an (illegal) settlement—
before being evicted by the army.

Walzer’s slur is understandable, if not for-
givable; serving on the Jewish Review of Books’s 
editorial board, he’s at pains to establish his 
leftist bona fides. And he writes, “I myself live 
with a general fear of every form of religious 
militancy. I am afraid of Hindutva zealots in 
India, messianic Zionists in Israel, and ram-
paging Buddhist monks in Myanmar. But I 
am most afraid of Islamists.” Coming in the 
midst of an otherwise reasonable presenta-
tion, though, Walzer’s slur is jarring. He 
seems sane, but the underlying lunacy pokes 
through.

One is reminded of the tale that begins 
Book II of Don Quixote, of a young man com-
mitted to a mental institution. He claims that 
his relatives put him there to steal his inheri-
tance, and a delegation of notables comes to 
investigate. They are moved by the man’s lu-
cidity and disposed to free him. In the next 
cell, a lunatic rants that he is the god Jupi-
ter and threatens the visitors with lightning. 

“Don’t mind him,” says the apparently sane 
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civil war with half a million civilian casual-
ties in Syria and a reversion to military rule 
in Egypt.

Ignorance and poverty are not the 
causes of Muslim despair. Iran, the first 
Muslim country to achieve full adult lit-

eracy, has passed from infancy to senescence 
without passing through adulthood. On the 
eve of the 1979 Islamic Revolution the average 
Iranian woman had seven children; by 2015, 
according to the World Bank, the average had 
fallen to just 1.68. That means Iran will age 
faster than any country in demographic his-
tory, and by mid-century will have an elderly 
dependent ratio higher than that of Western 
Europe—with perhaps a tenth of the per cap-
ita income. Iran’s aggressiveness, I argued in 
How Civilizations Die (2011), arises from well-
founded despair.

The Muslim world’s fragility helps ex-
plain the Left’s fixation on Israel, the per-
petual object of opprobrium among leftists 
who apologize for public executions of gays, 
honor killings of women, female genital mu-
tilation, and the habitual use of torture and 
rape by Muslim regimes. The State of Israel’s 
success is a great humiliation to the Muslim 
world, looming as a demonic apparition in 
the Muslim imagination. The collapse of 
Muslim societies into cultural despair and 
suicidal anomie is an affront to the theo-
logical foundation of leftist ideology, which 
holds that the New Man will emerge once 
institutions are created that encourage man’s 
inherently wholesome impulses.

Cultural suicide horrifies us. Postmodern 
Islamic radicals understand this, and have 
framed the Israel-Palestine issue as Grand 
Guignol theater, with real cadavers. The ob-
ject of this disgusting exercise is to persuade 
people like Michael Walzer to support in-
tervention on the model of Kosovo, Walzer’s 
oft-cited example of a just war. Times of Is-
rael journalist Haviv Rettig Gur, for example, 
quotes the Palestinian writer Mohammed 
Daraghmeh:

Palestine is an international issue. 
[The issue] won’t be decided in a flurry 
of knives or acts of martyrdom [suicide 
attacks], or in protests or demonstra-
tions. It will end only when the world 
understands it has a duty to intervene 
and to draw borders and lines, as it did 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina, in Kosovo.

The staging and exploitation of 
horrific events to manipulate Western 
sensibilities is decidedly postmodern. 

But it arises from primeval despair: outside 
of Southeast Asia, most Muslim-majority 
countries have derailed en route to modernity. 
The ancient specter of extinction haunts the 
Muslim world in a uniquely modern way. That 
explains why so many Muslims choose to im-
molate themselves to kill (mainly) Muslim 
civilians, and why Hamas seeks to maximize 
casualties among its own civilians.

The theatrical use of suicide is a horrible 
innovation. It mocks Enlightenment preten-
sions with a Satanic leer, and persuades the 

Enlightenment’s heirs on the left to humor 
despairing Muslims until such time that 
they may be reared to the standards of social 
democracy. Walzer asks what “a genuinely 
leftist movement against oppression and pov-
erty might look like—in the Islamic world or 
anywhere else…? First of all, it would have 
to be a movement of the oppressed, not of 
some vanguard claiming to speak for the op-
pressed…its aim would be the liberation or, 
better, the self-emancipation of those people.” 
In the meantime he allows that the religious 
settlers of Judea and Samaria are “terrorists” 
and “thugs,” granting at least a modicum of 
justification to the likes of Hamas.

Implicit in Walzer’s encomium to the Left 
is the premise that all peoples and cultures 
are predestined to succeed, so that their fail-
ure is a stain upon the conscience of civilized 
men and women who should have intervened 
to ensure such success. Where the evidence 
weighs overwhelmingly against that prem-
ise—as in the case of Israel—the Left indulg-
es in the perverse thinking Walzer deplores. 
The madness of the Muslim world has me-
tastasized among the Left, and even Michael 
Walzer must howl at the moon in passing to 
fit into the pack. The founding questions of 
the West—what makes people flourish or fail, 
persist or perish—remain with us.

David P. Goldman is a columnist for Asia 
Times and PJ Media, a senior fellow at the Lon-
don Center for Policy Research, and the author 
of How Civilizations Die (And Why Islam Is 
Dying Too) (Regnery Publishing).
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Book Review by Michael M. Rosen

The Jewish Army that Wasn’t
Racing Against History: The 1940 Campaign for a Jewish Army to Fight Hitler,

by Rick Richman. Encounter Books, 288 pages, $25.99

Like a gruesome car accident un-
folding in slow motion, Hitler’s ad-
vance across Europe and subjugation of 

its Jews can appear in hindsight as somehow 
avoidable. If only Chamberlain hadn’t buck-
led at Munich, or France hadn’t relied on the 
Maginot Line, or Molotov hadn’t trusted Rib-
bentrop, or the British hadn’t closed Pales-
tine’s gates to Jewish immigration—calamity 
might have been avoided. In Racing Against 
History, Rick Richman, a lawyer and writer, 
explores a lesser-known missed opportunity: 
a plan to muster an all-Jewish international 
fighting force against the Nazis.

As Richman tells it, three Zionist leaders 
from what was then called Mandatory Pal-
estine—Chaim Weizmann, Ze’ev Jabotin-
sky, and David Ben-Gurion—traveled to the 
United States in succession in 1940. Each 
wanted “to alert American Jews to a Euro-
pean crisis even more dire than they realized; 
to rally support for a Jewish homeland in Pal-
estine; and to form a Jewish army to join the 
fight against Hitler.”

Even before the Führer came to power, a 
fierce debate cleaved American Jews along the 
Zionist fault line, and that division deepened 
as the community confronted the intensifying 
Nazi depredations. “American Jews,” Rich-
man observes, “were eager to be considered 
patriotic citizens, and they were exceedingly 
wary of taking positions at variance with the 
isolationist consensus of their fellow citizens.”

The head of the Zionist Organization and 
a high-society Briton, Weizmann arrived in 
January 1940 to garner American support for 
the Zionist enterprise and to prod President 
Franklin Roosevelt to lean on the British gov-
ernment, then in control of Palestine, to ease 
its restrictions on Jewish immigration. De-
spite cordial meetings with FDR and retired 
Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, and a 
warm reception during private lectures, Weiz-
mann’s trip was a “failure,” Richman concludes, 
because the American Jewish community 
didn’t appreciate the urgency of his message.

The assertive, charismatic Jabotinsky, who 
founded and led the rightist Revisionist Zi-
onists, took an entirely different tack during 
his visit stateside, consistent with his recent-
ly published book, The Jewish War Front, in 

which he’d “argued that it was incumbent on 
the Jews of the world to form a Jewish army, 
take an active part in the struggle against Na-
zism, and persuade the Allies to make one of 
their war aims a Jewish state.”

Jabotinsky himself had served valiant-
ly during World War I on the side of Great 
Britain in his majesty’s 38th Battalion, 

Royal Fusiliers—better known as the Jewish 
Legion—to help wrest Palestine from the Ot-
toman Turks. Jabotinsky passionately recalled 
his comrades’ pre-deployment march through 
London “shoulder to shoulder, their bayonets 
dead level, each step like a single clap of thun-
der, clean, proud…with the sense of a holy mis-
sion, unexampled since the day of Bar-Kochba.”

He fervently sought to revive that mission, 
predicting to a crowd of thousands in Man-
hattan that “the allies will have to make room, 
on their various fronts, for a Jewish army, just 
as they have in the case of the Polish army.” 
Shortly after Hitler completed his conquest 
of France in June, Jabotinsky cabled newly 
installed Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
his offer to raise a force of 130,000 Jewish 
fighters, proclaiming in a subsequent speech 
that these armed Jews, “volunteering in large 
numbers to fight for truth and sacrifice their 
lives, will inspire humanity to ever greater 
sacrifices at the present critical hour.”

Jabotinsky contended that Palestinian Jews 
would form the core of his army along with 
their American, British, and French cousins, 
bolstered by Canadians and scattered refu-
gees, but he never articulated how the force 
would coalesce or fight alongside Britian. He 
also faced fierce opposition from the American 
Jewish establishment, with the editor of the 
Forward, then the leading Jewish newspaper, 
labeling his scheme “a story out of A Thousand 
and One Nights.” As if these challenges weren’t 
enough, Jabotinsky dropped dead suddenly 
in New York’s Catskill Mountains in August, 
dealing a crippling blow to the plan.

Salvaging the Jewish army thus fell to Ben-
Gurion, who spearheaded the Labor Zionist 
movement on the ground in Palestine and 
once fought in Jabotinsky’s Jewish Legion. 
Ben-Gurion journeyed to the United States 
in late 1940 to ascertain, as he wrote his wife, 

Paula, “the extent of the contribution Amer-
ica’s Jews are prepared to make for the life 
of their own people.” And while others cau-
tioned this contribution would be minimal, 
he stubbornly refused to believe it. “In every-
one’s opinion,” he wrote in his diary, which 
Richman has translated for the first time,

There is no hope in recruiting the young 
Jews in America to establish a Jewish 
Army. They are preoccupied with their 
own problems, they are afraid of what 
the Goyim are going to say, and the new 
American military leadership will also 
be in the way. I cannot accept this verdict.

Yet while ben-gurion, a veritable 
force of nature, barnstormed the Unit-
ed States and publicly addressed thou-

sands of Jews and non-Jews alike, he curiously 
confined most of his Jewish army exhorta-
tions to his diary and to private conversations. 
Owing partly to the looming November 1940 
presidential election and partly to his reluc-
tant recognition that “the Jews of America are 
afraid,” he never openly gave voice to his pri-
vate sentiments.

“The practical results of Ben-Gurion’s trip,” 
Richman observes, “were no greater than 
Weizmann’s.” He wouldn’t “call publicly for a 
Jewish army before either the British or Amer-
ican governments gave their approval for the 
idea.” And as little enthusiasm as the Allies 
displayed in the 1940s for establishing a Jewish 
state in Palestine, they were even less inclined 
to field a ramshackle force of Jews cobbled to-
gether from multiple countries under siege.

Nevertheless, although neither Weizmann 
nor Jabotinsky nor Ben-Gurion succeeded in 
raising a Jewish army, they triumphed in the 
long run, as their missions “contributed to a 
dawning awareness on the part of American 
Jews that their own future was tied to that of 
the Jews in Europe and Palestine, and that 
awareness only deepened over time.” Eight 
years later, in 1948, the state of Israel arose 
from the ashes of the once unstoppable Shoah.

Michael M. Rosen is an attorney and writer in 
Israel, and an adjunct fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute. 
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Book Review by Michael S. Kochin

Why not a Palestinian Singapore?
Enemies and Neighbors: Arabs and Jews in Palestine and Israel, 1917–2017, by Ian Black.

Atlantic Monthly Press, 640 pages, $30

Near the middle of ian black’s 
narrative of 100 years of Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict, there is a reveal-

ing moment: when in July 1993 Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (PLO) Chairman 
Yasser Arafat agreed to a deal with Israel (in 
the so-called Oslo Accords), PLO executive 
committee member Shafiq al-Hout resigned 
in indignation. “I left [Arafat],” Black quotes 
al-Hout, “in the company of the group of 
hypocrites who were going to build him 
Hong Kong and Singapore on the sands of 
the Gaza strip and the Hills of the West 
Bank.” Why not a Palestinian Singapore? 
Why not a free, prosperous, commercial 
republic alongside Israel on the Mediterra-
nean’s Eastern shore?

Black’s Enemies and Neighbors: Arabs and 
Jews in Palestine and Israel, 1917–2017 aims to 
give both the Palestinian and the Israeli nar-
ratives, the stories that Israeli Jews and their 
Palestinian neighbors tell themselves and 
others about the conflict. But the book is not 
really about their accounts. International ob-
servers and intervenors like Black have their 
own conventional narrative, one constructed 
in the United Nations and European foreign 
ministry reports and the pages of newspapers 

like the Guardian—where Black was Middle 
East editor.

According to this narrative, there 
has been, at least since the 19th century, 
a Palestinian people with a national 

identity distinct from that of their Arab neigh-
bors, which unites all non-Jewish Palestinians. 
This people has been deprived by Western im-
perialism—and its Jewish beneficiaries—of 
their national homeland, which before West-
ern incursion was a unified political and geo-
graphic entity. Jews are not a nation but a faith 
community, and had no aspiration for national 
redemption or a national homeland in Pales-
tine before the late 19th-century Zionist move-
ment. What Jews claim as the Temple Mount 
in Jerusalem is Sunni Islam’s third-holiest 
site; the Mount’s Western Wall has long been 
revered by Muslims as the spot where Mu-
hammed tied his winged horse al-Buraq before 
ascending into heaven on the site of the Dome 
of the Rock at the Mount’s top. Peace between 
Israel and Palestine requires the erection of a 
Palestinian state, and at least the partial re-
turn of those Palestinians expelled in the 1948 
Arab-Israeli War and their descendants. The 
Israeli settlements in the West Bank, including 

East Jerusalem, are illegal under international 
law, and their existence and growth are major—
perhaps decisive—obstacles to a workable 
two-state settlement. The West Bank barrier 
fence is illegal under international law and is 
also a major obstacle to a workable settlement. 
Although Israeli forces left the Gaza Strip in 
2005, Israel remains an occupying power un-
der international law. The international com-
munity has a constructive role to play in mak-
ing peace possible between Israel and Palestine, 
primarily by pressuring Israel to make conces-
sions that her governments, held captive by na-
tionalists, are unable to make themselves.

Black clearly and ably retells this narrative. 
He relies extensively on Jewish Israeli sup-
porters of Palestinian national aspirations, 
though he admits that these advocates are 
prone to wishful thinking in describing Pal-
estinian aspirations. Like other phenomena 
of modern cultural nationalism—the cult of 
Goethe, Arabic music, or the Egyptian film 
industry (before the Jews were expelled from 
Egypt by President Gamal Abdel Nasser, that 
film industry was, Black tells us, “the finest 
in the Arab world”)—Palestinian national 
memory is, judging by the book’s footnotes, 
mostly a Jewish invention. 
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Because enemies and neighbors 
rarely moves beyond the conventional 
narrative, it is useful primarily for those 

who need a handbook of that narrative—help-
ful to neophytes looking to absorb enough of 
the official line to make themselves acceptable 
in a foreign correspondent’s office in Jerusalem, 
or an international aid agency in Gaza.

Of course, substantial elements of this story 
are false or misleading. Israel has not occu-
pied Gaza since 2005. The Jews have longed 
for national redemption since the Babylonian 
subjugation in 586 B.C. Outside of Jerusalem’s 
Jewish quarter and the Western Wall, there is 
not a spot in Judea and Samaria which most 
Jewish Israelis, including Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu, would refuse to renounce if 
they thought it would purchase lasting peace. 
Moreover, if Palestinians can live in peace with 
Jewish neighbors in Tel Aviv or West Jerusa-
lem, they should be able to live in peace with 
Jewish neighbors in Karnei Shomron or East 
Jerusalem. The barrier fence is no more per-
manent than the Berlin Wall, and will come 
down when those on both sides of it agree to 
take it down. The Palestinians in Gaza and 
the West Bank have gotten as far as they have 
toward self-government because they have had 
the Jews to grow with, rival, emulate, and fight 
against. Not just materially but culturally and 
politically the Arab population west of the 
Jordan has benefited from the investment and 
development brought and built by successive 
waves of Jewish immigration, even if their lead-
ers would have preferred “none of your honey 
and none of your sting,” as Black quotes the 
saying that the founder of modern Israel, Da-
vid Ben-Gurion, attributed to them.

It is unfortunate that Black, who has a Ph.D. 
in political science from the London School of 
Economics, does not explore systematically 
why the Jews have built a state in the parts of 
Palestine they hold, while the Palestinians have 
not. To tell that story would require a book at 
least as big as Black’s 600-plus pages.

 Yet there is one part of that success and fail-
ure that has been neglected, and seems to me 
a sufficient explanation. Black has a lot to say 
about death—terror, counterterror, war, and 
massacre—but very little about taxes. Both 
the Israelis and the Palestinians are large per 
capita recipients of foreign aid. Israel receives 
about $3 billion a year in military aid from 
the United States (74% is spent on American 
products), while the Palestinian Authority re-
ceives about $1 billion a year in assistance from 
all sources, in addition to independently man-
aged projects. 75% of what the U.N. calls “self-
generated” Palestinian revenue ($2 billion in 
2014), is from import taxes collected by Israel 
on goods (such as fuel) shipped to the Pales-
tinian territories. There are also transfers from 

the Palestinian National Fund, which does not 
report its assets but has spent something like 
$30 billion since its inception in 1964 as a hold-
ing agency for aid to the PLO from Arab states. 
Today that fund transfers to the Palestinian 
Authority approximately $130 million a year 
to pay stipends to Palestinian prisoners, their 
families, and the families of terrorist “martyrs.”

All these resources, which fund 
what passes for a Palestinian govern-
ment in the West Bank, flow to that 

government without its having to build a reve-
nue-generating capacity of its own—notwith-
standing the U.N.’s Orwellian use of the term 

“self-generated revenue” to describe the import 
taxes collected by Israel and transferred to 
the Palestinian Authority. “Will developing 
countries learn to tax?” economist Nicho-
las Kaldor asked in 1965. In the West Bank, 
the Palestinians have not. Since government 
is mostly protecting people while extracting 
revenue to finance that protection, the Pales-
tinians on the West Bank seem to show no 
interest in learning to govern themselves. The 
situation in Gaza is surprisingly better. Gaza 
is ruled by Hamas, the Palestinian affiliate of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Unlike Fatah, the 
party that controls the Palestinian Author-
ity, Hamas is dedicated by its charter to the 
genocidal eradication of Israel’s Jews and, as 
Black admits, continues to reject the notion 
of a permanent peace with Israel regardless of 
Israeli concessions. From time to time Hamas 
acts on its program by trying to kill as many 
Jewish men, women, and children as it can.

Yet Hamas also controls the affairs of 
Gazans, to manage or mismanage as it sees 
fit. It continues to attack Israelis, and so the 
Israelis have blockaded Gaza’s coast, closed 
its airspace, and closely regulated the flow of 
goods to and from Gaza through Israel. But 
notwithstanding Black’s repetition of the 
conventional lie, this does not amount to an 
occupation. Gaza shares a border with Egypt, 
through which trade flows openly when the 
Egyptians choose to permit it (as under Mo-
hamed Morsi’s government) and clandes-
tinely when the Egyptians do not. That trade, 
whether open or clandestine, is effectively 
controlled and taxed on the Gazan side by the 
Hamas government, and those taxes are its 
primary revenue source (apart from aid from 
friendly regimes like Qatar and Iran).

Why is there no state of Palestine along-
side the state of Israel, except in the imagina-
tion of Palestine’s advocates? Of course the 
Palestinians want national freedom and self-
government. Black gives us George Bernard 
Shaw’s quotation about Ireland, put up at the 
1975 founding of Birzeit, the first Palestinian 
university under the Israeli occupation:

If you break a nation’s nationality it will 
think of nothing else but getting it back 
again. It will listen to no reformer, to no 
philosopher, to no preacher, until the 
demand of the nationalist is granted. It 
will attend to no business, however vital, 
except the business of unification and 
liberation.

But there have always been things 
the Palestinians wanted more than 
they wanted a State of Palestine: to re-

turn to the homes from which the Jews drove 
them in 1948; to destroy what the Jews have 
built, in part on the wreckage of Arab Pales-
tinian towns, neighborhoods, and villages; to 
do their part for the world, the Arab, or the 
Islamic revolution. “The mind of the revolu-
tion is very different from the mind of the 
state,” said current Palestinian Authority 
President and Fatah leader Muhammed Ab-
bas in 1993. What has determined the course 
of a century of conflict since the Balfour Dec-
laration is, mostly, the choices Palestine Arabs 
have made.

Sufficient international pressure or even 
Palestinian violence could drive the Jews and 
their army out of Judea and Samaria, as vio-
lence drove them out of Gaza and southern 
Lebanon. But until the Palestinians want a 
State of Palestine alongside Israel, Israeli re-
treat to the other side of the 1949 armistice 
lines would merely transform civil war into 
interstate war, in which Israeli violence would 
no longer be constrained by the need to pre-
serve Israeli rule in the West Bank. 

Israeli Jewish sympathizers with Palestin-
ian nationalism have no difficulty explaining 
to the Palestinians how they can “liberate” 
the “Occupied Territories”: confining violence 
to soldiers and settlers, while relying primari-
ly on nonviolent methods such as propaganda, 
boycotts, strikes, and lobbying for interna-
tional sanctions. But to liberate those terri-
tories without a return to the homeland con-
quered from the Arabs by the Jews in 1948 
would be to make in Palestine another Israel 
or another Singapore, another city-state with 
an open economy and a government that has 
to live largely on what it can tax.

Despite the settlements and the seeming-
ly endless cycle of violence, the Palestinians 
could have that state basically for the ask-
ing. To understand the conflict beyond the 
conventional narrative that Black retells, and 
why it has escalated despite efforts to resolve 
it, one needs to understand why Palestinians 
refuse to ask for Singapore.

Michael S. Kochin is professor extraordinarius in 
the School of Political Science, Government, and 
International Relations at Tel Aviv University.
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After the assassination of his la-
bor Party colleague Yitzhak Rabin 
in November 1995, Shimon Peres 

became acting prime minister of Israel. He 
called for early elections in hopes of gaining a 
mandate for advancing the peace process and, 
as initial exit polls indicated, was favored to 
win the general contest. Yet, by a margin of 
less than 1% of the total votes cast, the con-
servative Likud Party challenger, Benjamin 
Netanyahu, triumphed in the country’s first 
direct election for prime minister. Although 
Peres had handily captured secular middle-
class places like Tel Aviv, Netanyahu domi-
nated throughout the country’s heartland. 

“The Jews,” grumbled Peres, “had beaten the 
Israelis.”

By “Israelis,” Peres meant his fellow par-
tisans of Labor Zionism, the movement that 
inspired the creation of the socialist Mapai 
Party in 1930 and controlled Israel for its first 
29 years. “Jews,” on the other hand, were fol-
lowers of Revisionist Zionism, founded by 
Russian poet Ze’ev Jabotinsky, which gave 
birth to Likud in 1973 and wrested power 
from Labor for the first time in 1977, nearly 
three decades after Israel’s founding.

Although Anshel Pfeffer’s Bibi is the new-
est biography of Netanyahu—the title comes 
from his nickname—it is essentially a history 
of modern Israel told as a bitter battle between 
two rival factions over control of the Jewish 
state and, even more so, over the guiding prin-
ciples of its people. Notwithstanding Netan-
yahu’s recent political successes, Revisionists 
have tended to see themselves, as Pfeffer notes, 
as “perpetual outsiders” and “true democrats.” 
In practical terms, they were “convinced that 
security could only be achieved through eter-
nal vigilance and deterrence” while their Labor 
adversaries “believed that only peace with the 
Arabs would guarantee long-term security.”

Pfeffer, the israel correspondent 
for the Economist and a senior corre-
spondent and columnist for Haaretz—

Israel’s longest-running print newspaper and 
the country’s leading platform for post-Zi-
onism—fills page after page of his book with 
overheated rhetoric, controversial assertions, 
and petty accusations. He starts by present-
ing his subject “as embodying the triumph of 
the underdogs in the Zionist enterprise over 
the secular liberals who founded the nation.” 

This is whitewashing meant to make the Israeli 
Left seem nobler than it was. Very few who 
were secular were also liberal while very few 
who were liberal were also secular. The genu-
inely “secular liberals” who were around then 
were General Zionists, supporters of Chaim 
Weizmann, and they later joined Likud. At the 
founding, Mapai was unapologetically socialist 
while Mapam, the second largest party after 
Mapai in the elections for the first Knesset in 
1949, was Marxist and packed with veritable 
Stalinists. Pfeffer sneers that Netanyahu

has done little to find solutions to the 
conundrum of Israel’s occupation of the 
Palestinians. Instead, he has done every-
thing in his power to create a bubble in 
which the majority of Israelis believe they 
are enjoying a Western lifestyle and the 
benefits of democracy. A short drive away, 
their beloved army maintains its rule over 
a population not much smaller than their 
own, keeping out infiltrators who would 
seek to swamp the Jewish paradise.

Putting aside the term “occupation” (used by 
Israel’s enemies and, alas, progressive Jews) and 

Book Review by Jonathan Bronitsky

Israelis versus Jews
Bibi: The Turbulent Life and Times of Benjamin Netanyahu, by Anshel Pfeffer.

Basic Books, 432 pages, $32
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insisted that his children not receive a subpar 
education in socialist Israel, Netanyahu spent 
part of his childhood and adolescence in the 
U.S. He graduated from Cheltenham High 
School outside of Philadelphia and, after 
serving five years as a combat soldier in the 
Israel Defense Forces’ most elite special-forces 
unit, entered MIT to study architecture.

While there, he was handed a pro-Israel 
leaflet by a fellow student and became hooked 
on political activism. Shortly afterward, Bos-
ton’s Israeli consul sent then-25-year-old Bibi 
on his first official speaking gigs, which he aced. 
He served as deputy chief of mission at the 
Israeli Embassy in Washington from 1982 to 
1984 and as Israeli ambassador to the United 
Nations from 1984 to 1988. In both stints, he 
cultivated relationships with diplomats, busi-
ness leaders, and journalists, and became a me-
dia darling, regularly appearing on CNN and 
ABC’s Nightline with Ted Koppel, and earning 
favorable notices in the New York Times. 

Pfeffer attributes netanyahu’s po-
litical success to advantages, and a cut-
throat ethic, that could only have come 

from (materialistic) America. “As much as Is-
rael has changed over the decades,” the author 
comments, “it remains a much more egalitar-
ian society than America. In this sense, Ne-
tanyahu is an American.” After all, he decried 

“the evils of socialism” while visiting friends 
on kibbutzim in the summers. He cherished 
Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead and admired the 
novel’s entrepreneurial hero, Howard Roark. 
Netanyahu was formatively shaped by his time 
at Boston Consulting Group, “a company that 
not only dealt in…sweeping generalizations, 
but also rewarded the select few it hired with a 
handsome wage.” Unlike “the typical rumpled 
and informal Israeli politician,” Netanyahu 
sported “crisp blue shirts” and carried an elec-
tric razor to eliminate his five o’clock shadow. 
He caught his opponents off guard by trans-
forming Likud into “an election-campaigning 
machine” like the Republican and Democratic 
national committees. In the mid-2000s, he 
surrounded himself with bright Americans, 
like Ron Dermer (born and raised in Miami 
Beach), Ari Harow (from Los Angeles), and 
Naftali Bennett (born in Haifa but raised by 
Jewish-American immigrants). 

“Just as he has spent decades creating a 
greatly exaggerated narrative of his grandfa-
ther, father, and older brother at the heart of 
the Zionist endeavor,” Pfeffer carps, “it seems 
Netanyahu must also place himself at the heart 
of Israel’s historic events.” But look at what he 
has achieved while in office: cutting taxes and 
social benefits, firing bureaucrats, privatizing 
state-owned industries, forcing banks to divest 
their pension division, phasing out fixed-inter-

the laughable suggestion that Israelis are not 
blessed with “the benefits of democracy,” Bibi 
exquisitely, albeit inadvertently, demonstrates 
that elite antipathy for common citizens and 
their concerns is not merely an American or a 
European phenomenon. (The fear, by the way, 
is not of “infiltrators who would seek to swamp 
the Jewish paradise,” but of suicidal Islamists 
who thirst to murder Israelis.) The disdain 
raining down upon Netanyahu from the cul-
tural heights is not unlike that hurled at the 
middle parts of England and America—which 
led to Brexit and President Donald J. Trump. 
Pfeffer rounds out the parallel by painting Bibi 
in Trumpian terms—yet Israel is one of the few 
countries that gives higher marks to Trump 
than to Barack Obama. Rather than indicting 
Netanyahu, Pfeffer is only offering additional 
reasons for the prime minister’s supporters to 
cheer him on.

At different points in the biogra-
phy, we’re told that Netanyahu is “im-
pervious to criticism,” having evaded 

and shaken off a number of corruption inves-
tigations. He loathes elites and despises most 
media organizations, especially the New York 
Times. He is “obsessed with polls” and seized 
power only because he “stoked” the “deep-
est fears” of Israel’s outsiders (Haredim, set-
tlers, Russian immigrants, and working-class, 
traditional Sephardim—all of whom feel 
snubbed by the Ashkenazi elites). And his 

“only accomplishment” for most of his career 
“was being a star TV pugilist.” 

Pfeffer’s not done. His Netanyahu is lazy 
and suffers from attention deficit disorder, 
leaving jobs at Boston Consulting Group and 
a furniture company because “he lacked the 
drive and focus to endure.” He’s an extremist 
because he draws “every conflict into very stark 
sides of good and evil.” He’s a hypocrite for 
ordering bacon at breakfast while dining with 
religious friends. He’s spoiled because he re-
quires chauffeurs and fine cuisine—and cheap 
because he leaves others to pick up the tab. He’s 
immature because he didn’t buy his first apart-
ment until he was 41. The author concedes that 
Netanyahu is a skilled politician, but also calls 
him the “ultimate hasbarist” (propagandist). 

At the root of all this bile is a form of xe-
nophobia: disapproval of Netanyahu’s attach-
ment to America. The prime minister is called 
a “chameleon” with a “chameleon-like ability 
to adopt an Israeli or American persona at 
will,” descriptions that eerily echo the old 

“wandering Jew” and “rootless cosmopolitan” 
stereotypes. Netanyahu’s grandfather and 
father both spent time in the United States, 
touring the country and making the case to 
Jewish audiences and politicians for the estab-
lishment of a Jewish state. Because his father 

est government bonds, improving relationships 
with Arab neighbors, developing new high-lev-
el international relationships (e.g., with India’s 
Narendra Modi and Japan’s Shinzo Abe), keep-
ing the West Bank stable, preventing Hezbol-
lah from penetrating the Golan Heights, and 
making Israel, for the first time, both water and 
energy independent. Not all these accomplish-
ments are presented in the book, and those that 
make it are often offered abruptly and too close 
to the end to be treated substantively. It is noted, 
however—and commendably so because these 
facts refute common misperceptions—that 
Netanyahu has an “extreme aversion to risk 
and large-scale military adventures,” that Israel 
has experienced its lowest casualty rates under 
this prime minister, and that fewer new settler 
homes have been built in an average year in the 
West Bank than under any of his predecessors 
in the past three decades. Despite all that, we’re 
told that Netanyahu’s “ultimate legacy will not 
be a more secure nation, but a deeply fractured 
Israeli society, living behind walls.” 

Indeed, it wouldn’t be a book about is-
rael by a left-leaning journalist if it didn’t all 
come back to “the occupation.” “Netanyahu 

has always maintained that the Palestinian is-
sue is a diversion, not a central problem in the 
region,” writes Pfeffer. But is that wrong? There 
has perhaps never been less of an appetite for 
the immediate creation of a Palestinian state 
than there is today—among Arabs and Israelis 
alike. The entire region learned a painful lesson 
after Israel unilaterally withdrew from Gaza 
in 2005, dismantling all settlements. Hamas 
quickly turned the territory into a terror haven. 
It’s now widely believed that providing the Pal-
estinians additional sovereignty over the West 
Bank could lead to a similar result. 

Ultimately, Anshel Pfeffer has made little 
attempt to grasp the concerns that fundamen-
tally altered Israel’s political landscape, start-
ing in the 1970s. We only hear Labor Zion-
ism’s side of the story. Netanyahu is currently 
serving his third consecutive term, and fourth 
overall. He was the youngest prime minister 
in Israel’s history, the first born after indepen-
dence, and—if he remains in office until July 
17, 2019—the longest serving. By failing to 
consider why, the author has done a disservice 
to history and to the Israeli people. As much 
as elites hail democracy, they sure don’t seem 
to love the actual people who participate in it. 
Pfeffer chastises Netanyahu for a gloomy vi-
sion of the world, a “lack of faith in the Jews.” 
Yet the Jews elected Bibi four times. So who 
really lacks faith? 

Jonathan Bronitsky is a historian living in Wash-
ington, D.C., and author of a forthcoming biog-
raphy of Irving Kristol. 
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Book Review by Benjamin Balint

Out of Egypt
The Invention of Religion: Faith and Covenant in the Book of Exodus, by Jan Assmann, translated by Robert Savage.

Princeton University Press, 424 pages, $35

In july 1776, the second continental 
Congress created a committee to design 
the Great Seal of the United States. Ben-

jamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson each 
proposed a seal featuring Moses leading the 
Israelites from the land of bondage toward the 
Promised Land.

As an enduring symbol of deliverance from 
persecution, and as a narrative template for 
the triumph of freedom over tyranny, the 
exodus from Egypt has informed the politi-
cal reflections of such thinkers as Machiavelli, 
Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Ed-
mund Burke, and John Stuart Mill—not to 
mention the American Founders.

In his latest book, Jan Assmann, a lead-
ing historian of ancient religion and professor 
emeritus of Egyptology at the University of 
Heidelberg, departs from this tradition. He 
reads the Book of Exodus as a story not of the 
birth of freedom but of the birth of religion, 
linking the exodus narrative to “the establish-
ment of a completely new type of religion, or 
even ‘religion’ as such.” 

In the telling of this consequential story, 
Assmann stresses revolution over evolution. 
He says he has become attuned both to the 

“discontinuous, antagonistic, revolutionary 
aspect of ancient Israelite and above all early 
Jewish religion,” and to how “entering into this 
new religion required turning one’s back on 
Egypt.” By informing Western ideas of liberty 
and liberation, he writes, the Book of Exodus 
has given us “not just the founding myth of 
Israel but that of monotheism as such, a key 
constituent of the modern world.”

Rather than reduce the Exodus story to 
its historical verifiability, Assmann prefers to 
understand how history is translated into col-
lective memory. Rather than addressing “what 
really happened,” he asks “why, by whom, for 
whose sake, and in which forms this past be-
came meaningful.” As French philosopher 
Henri Bergson once put it: “The call to which 
memory responds emanates from the present.”

This new reading involves reconceiving the 
canonized Book of Exodus, which resembles 
less a “seamless literary masterpiece,” Ass-

mann acknowledges, than “a collage repeat-
edly retouched by later brushes.” Its canvas 
bears traces of centuries of accretions and 
many-layered interpolations.

Assmann nonetheless discerns in 
that canvas two unprecedented ideas. 
First, he writes, “the Exodus myth 

founds a concept of the people as a religious 
idea and thus here too stands opposed to 
Egypt, which established the state as a reli-
gious idea.” In the Hebraic tradition, people 
and state are not the same. Like his forefather 
Abraham, the reluctant leader Moses is born 
outside the Promised Land. Even if the law is 
intended for the land (in fact, can only be ful-
filled there), the people acquire the Torah—a 
shared constitution and commonwealth—
while wandering in the wilderness in a condi-
tion of statelessness. 

Second, apart from shedding light on the 
paradoxes of exile, the covenant transacted 
at Sinai represents what Assmann calls “the 
transposition of a political model—the treaty 
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of alliance—onto the relation between the 
human world and the world of the divine.” 
The nation—“founded not on common de-
scent, language, or sovereign rule but on di-
vine law”—is a kind of homeland, and every 
act of fidelity to its laws a return.

This second idea, Assmann suggests, “was 
probably just as important—if not more im-
portant—for the history of nation-building 
and nationhood in Europe than the ancient 
ideas of polis and populus”:

The theologization of the law—the idea, 
that is, of making God the legislator, 
not just the judge and guardian of the 
law—is a revolutionary step…. The no-
tion that there might be such things as 
eternal, timelessly valid laws was simply 
inconceivable…. Whereas the validity 
of laws in the ancient Near East rarely 
outlived the reigning monarch, God’s 
laws are everlasting.

Or, to paraphrase Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, law is what God—who identified 
Himself to Moses as “I am that I am” (Exodus 
3:14)—says it is. Here, for the first time, we 
find “a revolt against the political system of an-
cient Near Eastern sacral kingship.” It is only 
in the Book of Exodus and its Ten Command-
ments (20:1-14), Assmann contends, that “the 
ideal of an order of law that transcends state 
institutions and the vagaries of history comes 
into being.” And it is in this ideal, he says, that 
the Western tradition is still steeped. 

The question of what call assmann 
himself is answering, however, draws 
us into a troubling theme that vibrates 

through his work. In Moses the Egyptian: The 
Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism 
(1997), Assmann introduced the “Mosaic dis-
tinction,” or “the idea of an exclusive and em-
phatic Truth that sets God apart from every-
thing that is not God and therefore must not 
be worshipped.” Ancient Judaism, he wrote, 

“sharply distinguishes itself from the religions 
of its environment by demanding that its One 
God be worshiped to the exclusion of all oth-
ers.” Assmann held that Mosaic distinction 
responsible for writing religious intolerance 
and violence into the Western tradition. 

He is by no means the first to gesture in 
this direction. As early as the 18th century, 
David Hume had remarked in The Natural 
History of Religion:

By limiting the powers and functions 
of its deities, [idolatry] naturally admits 

the gods of other sects and nations to 
a share of divinity, and renders all the 
various deities, as well as rites, ceremo-
nies, or traditions, compatible with each 
other…. [By contrast] when one sole 
object of devotion is acknowledged, the 
worship of other deities is regarded as 
absurd and impious.

Others have pointed to the internal vio-
lence that served as midwife to the birth of 
the Israelite nation. Goethe, Sigmund Freud, 
and the Bible scholar Ernst Sellin each con-
jectured that Moses—precursor of the per-
secuted prophets and suffering servants of 
God—was murdered by his own stubborn 
people who, according to the Book of Exo-
dus, murmured and mutinied, longing for the 
fleshpots of Egypt.

But some critics found something 
unsavory in Assmann’s simplistic equa-
tion of polytheism with pluralism, and 

of Judaic monotheism with aggressive tribal 
intolerance. “A major failing of Assmann’s ap-
proach,” intellectual historian Richard Wo-
lin wrote, “is that it systematically neglects 
ancient Judaism’s robust moral inclinations 
toward tolerance and neighborly love…. [He] 
serves up a peculiarly reductive and disap-
proving interpretation of biblical monothe-
ism.” Calvinist writer Marilynne Robinson 
similarly saw Assmann as an heir to the 19th-
century German tendency “to primitivize and 
demean the Old Testament, encouraging the 
belief that it was full of ideas Western culture 
would be well rid of, that it revealed the ‘nega-
tivity and intolerance,’ in Assmann’s words, of 
the Jewish mind.”

Assmann was forced to issue a conciliatory 
mea culpa. In The Price of Monotheism (2010), 
he took pains to disavow any notion that Jews 
may have earned the scorn they incurred for 
inventing exclusive monotheism. 

In his new book, Assmann appears at first 
to have modified his views. He now allows that 
the Exodus story has nourished a tradition of 
tolerance unequaled among Israel’s neighbors. 
Commenting on the Bible’s unique mixture of 
the narrative and the normative, of storytell-
ing and lawgiving, he cites the following verse 
to illustrate how legal texts take their justifica-
tion from historical narratives: “You shall not 
oppress a stranger; you know the heart of a 
stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt” (23:9). “From now on,” he writes, “en-
tirely different areas of human communal life, 
areas that ancient Near Eastern or Egyptian 
legal traditions had left untouched, are made 

the subject of divine legislation. I refer to the 
norms of charity and almsgiving, of empathy 
with the proverbial widows and orphans, with 
the suffering, weak, and needy, with slaves 
and foreigners.” Assmann also remarks on 
the forging of a covenant at Sinai that bound 
together individuals into a nation, and a na-
tion with God, “that they might jointly realize 
the project of a just society.”

Yet a reader expecting that all this will lead 
to a chastened view of violence conducted in 
God’s name will be disappointed. “The Book 
of Exodus,” Assmann reaffirms here, “takes 
a stance of exclusion, hostility, and violence, 
showing affinities to Deuteronomy in its an-
tagonistic, confrontational identity politics.” 
To illustrate the “intrinsic link between mono-
theism and violence,” he cites the slaughter of 
3,000 Israelites at the hands of the Levites 
in retribution for the sin of worshipping the 
golden calf; in this violent expiation, the van-
guard of loyal zealots carrying out this purge 
at Moses’ command, he says, display “mur-
derous militancy on God’s behalf.” (“He who 
reads the Bible with discernment,” Machia-
velli writes in The Discourses on Livy, “will see 
that, before Moses set about making laws and 
institutions, he had to kill a very great num-
ber of men who…were opposed to his plans.”) 

At the book’s close, assmann’s ear-
lier views, only half subdued, well up 
again and tilt his rhetorical pitch into 

shrillness. “Violence is inherent to the mono-
theism of loyalty,” he concludes, “however vig-
orously theological apologetics may deny it.” 
In bringing the Exodus story to contemporary 
politics of loyalty, Assmann looks to various 
colonialist movements—including Boers in 
South Africa and fanatic Jewish settlers in 
the West Bank. Unlike the American Found-
ers, who culled from the Bible the highest 
symbols of freedom from tyranny, such move-
ments, he insists, “have drawn on the relevant 
passages in the Old Testament to justify their 
violent actions.” 

Luckily, such brambles only partially ob-
scure the main path Assmann clears in this 
book. The Invention of Religion offers a vig-
orous reminder of our debts to the Book of 
Exodus, however far removed we imagine our-
selves to be from the theological upheavals of 
Sinai, and however attenuated the originality 
of its teachings. 

Benjamin Balint is a writer living in Jerusalem, 
and the author, most recently, of Kafka’s Last 
Trial: The Case of a Literary Legacy (W.W. 
Norton & Company).
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Book Review by Edward Feser

Endarkenment Later
Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress,

by Steven Pinker. Viking, 576 pages, $35

Here’s a capsule history of the 
transition from medieval Scholasti-
cism to the Enlightenment. Follow-

ing Aristotle, Scholastics like Thomas Aqui-
nas held that a complete understanding of any 
natural phenomenon requires attention to each 
of its four causes. Consider a cat. There is its 
material cause, which is what it’s made out of—
flesh, as opposed to the inorganic matter of 
which stones and dirt are composed. There is 
its formal cause, which is its nature or essence—
felinity, with all the catlike qualities and behav-
iors that that entails. There is its efficient cause, 
which is what brought it into existence—its 
parents. And there is its final cause, the battery 
of ends or goals toward which it tends—chas-
ing mice, making other cats, and so on. 

Of course, there is more to the story. What 
exactly distinguishes flesh from other kinds 
of matter? What exactly is the mechanism by 
which cats make new cats? These questions too 
require answers, but finding those answers will 
entail identifying further causes of each of the 
four kinds referred to. How do we determine 
these causes? Through observation, naturally. 
It is through our experience of cats that we 

know that they come from other cats, that they 
tend to seek out mice, and so forth. 

Didn’t God play a role? Yes, but not in 
the crude way New Atheists like Richard 
Dawkins or Sam Harris would suppose. 

“God did it” was not the Scholastics’ pre-
ferred mode of explanation. Nature’s rela-
tionship to God was seen as analogous to a 
story’s relationship to its author. The story 
as a whole wouldn’t exist in the first place if 
there were no author. But to understand the 
characters, events, and other details of the 
story, you can just focus on the story itself 
without constantly asking what the author 
had in mind. Similarly, though the natural 
world would not exist without God, you 
needn’t keep asking yourself what God in-
tended in order to know a thing’s material, 
formal, efficient, and final causes. You can 
just study the things themselves. 

Medieval thinkers like Aquinas were Big 
Picture men. They wanted to know the natures 
of things, and the ends toward which they aim. 
Hence, formal and final causes got most of 
their attention. Material and efficient causes, 
the specific physical mechanisms by means 

of which a thing realizes the ends set for it by 
its nature, were of secondary importance. But 
even the formal and final causes of natural phe-
nomena were ultimately of less interest to the 
Scholastics than the divine cause of there being 
any natural world in the first place. Knowing 
even the most profound details of the story of 
nature couldn’t compare to knowing its Author. 

The enlightenment shifted these 
priorities, bringing the Small Picture 
into focus. Whereas the medievals 

sought to understand God so as to improve 
their souls, the Enlightenment was about un-
derstanding nature so as to improve our mate-
rial conditions—to cure diseases, curb natu-
ral disasters, harness natural forces, develop 
new technologies, and so on. Such practical 
ends required discovery of the specific physi-
cal mechanisms by which natural phenomena 
operate, so that material and efficient causes 
would now take center stage, and formal and 
final causes would recede into the background. 

In particular, instead of identifying each 
natural thing’s distinctive essence, Enlighten-
ment science would focus on the way all natu-
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ral phenomena may be treated as variations on 
the same basic material stuff—unobservable 
particles in motion through space. Instead of 
identifying the distinctive ends or purposes 
toward which nature aims each thing, the fo-
cus would be on identifying the law-like ways 
in which certain configurations of particles 
served as the efficient causes of others. 

Nature would thus be treated as a machine 
whose parts and their interactions may be de-
scribed in an entirely quantitative way. The idea 
was that, to the extent that the world could be 
captured by such a mathematical and mechani-
cal model, it could be better predicted and con-
trolled, and the practical aims of the Enlight-
enment thereby realized. For the Scholastic 
philosopher, knowledge was about wisdom: 
understanding and respecting the natures and 
purposes of things. For fathers of modern sci-
ence like Francis Bacon and René Descartes, 
knowledge would be about power: the mastery 
of nature so as to make it serve our purposes. 

Again, there’s much more to the 
story than that. But you won’t learn 
even this much from Harvard psychol-

ogist Steven Pinker’s Enlightenment Now. And 
in the absence of this background, the unwary 
reader is likely to miss—as Pinker himself 
does—the book’s fundamental fallacy. 

That is not to say that it is a bad book, ex-
actly. In fact, most of it is pretty good. The 
vast bulk of Enlightenment Now is devoted to 
demonstrating how astoundingly our mate-
rial conditions have indeed improved, in every 
way, in the centuries since the Enlightenment. 
Life expectancy has increased dramatically. 
The Green Revolution and genetic engineer-
ing have essentially made it possible to elimi-
nate famine. Extreme poverty is disappearing, 
and in the West a poor person is more likely 
to be obese than undernourished—and al-
most always has electricity, running water, a 
flush toilet, a refrigerator, television, and oth-
er amenities which we now take for granted 
but were unavailable even to the wealthiest 
persons in previous centuries. The famines 
and grinding poverty that have occurred in 
modern times are mostly the results of idiotic 
socialist economic policy, which we can easily 
avoid if we want to. Ailments that once killed 
millions are now treatable, and in some cases 
have been wiped out entirely. Labor-saving de-
vices have made work far less grueling and in-
creased leisure time. Knowledge has exploded, 
and can be accessed via the web browser on 
your cellphone. Death by violence or accident 
is nowhere near as likely for the average per-
son as it was in past centuries. And so on. 

Pinker, himself a liberal, laments 
that egalitarians, environmentalists, and 
other left-wing malcontents are often 

the most reluctant to want to hear this good 
news. But page after page of data show not only 
that these advances are real, but that they are 
steadily spreading beyond the West to the rest 
of the world. Nor, in his view, is it deniable that 
the keys to these advances have been scien-
tific inquiry and its technological bounty, the 
market economy, and limited government and 
the rule of law. No Pollyanna, Pinker doesn’t 
deny that problems remain, but he argues that 
they are best approached through further ap-
plication of the methods that have succeeded 
so well so far. Global warming can be managed 
by using moderate regulation to harness mar-
ket forces to control pollution and by expand-
ing nuclear power. Helping the poor must be 
distinguished from equalizing outcomes, and 
while the former is a moral imperative, the lat-
ter is worse than a distraction and results in 
policies that only impoverish people further.

The Enlightenment, then, has demonstra-
bly succeeded in improving mankind’s materi-
al lot. If only Pinker had left it at that. Unfor-
tunately, he turns his catalog of advances into 
an apologia for scientism, fallaciously draw-
ing the inference that the methods that have 
afforded such practical benefits can answer 
every question, or that if they can’t, then the 
question must not be worth asking. Though 
refreshingly nuanced on matters of politics, 
economics, modern academia, science, and 
the environment, Pinker is embarrassingly 
amateurish on questions of philosophy, and 
turns into a New Atheist hack when address-
ing religion.

Like the New Atheists, Pinker completely 
misunderstands the nature of the reasoning 
that traditional philosophical theology uses 
to establish the existence of God. He essen-
tially conceives of the deity as a crude “God 
of the Gaps”—an eccentric cause alongside 
the others within the universe, posited to ac-
count for some specific unusual phenomenon, 
but who may be dispensed with once a physi-
cal cause can be identified. This is like taking 
the claim that a novel must have an author to 
mean that there is a certain unusual charac-
ter alongside the other characters within the 
story, who does the sorts of things the author 
is said to do—and then, when a close reading 
of the novel reveals no such character, taking 
this as evidence that the author doesn’t exist. 

Pinker also shows far less understanding 
of the grave difficulties facing naturalistic at-
tempts to explain the human mind than do 
some of the thinkers he admires. He dismisses 

the Aristotelian idea that there are final causes 
or purposes built into nature as an “illusion,” 
the abandonment of which was “perhaps [the] 
biggest breakthrough” of the scientific revolu-
tion. What he fails to see is that this implicitly 
undermines the very possibility of rationality 
itself. For it is only if reason has as its natural 
end or purpose the pursuit of truth that we can 
say that there is an objective difference be-
tween good and bad reasoning. Good reason-
ing would be reasoning that enables us to attain 
truth, and bad reasoning would be reasoning 
that fails to do so. But in a world without final 
causes, reason cannot aim at truth, because it 
does not aim at anything at all. 

That is why enlightenment-era phi-
losopher David Hume could famously 
conclude that reason is “the slave of the 

passions,” and that there would be nothing con-
trary to rationality if he were to prefer that the 
entire world be destroyed rather than he suffer 
a scratch to his finger. Such a bizarre prefer-
ence would indeed be as rational as any other if 
there were no objective fact of the matter about 
what reason is for. Pinker cites his fellow secu-
lar liberal Thomas Nagel in defense of rational-
ity against postmodernism, but seems unaware 
that even Nagel, professor of philosophy emer-
itus at New York University, has advocated a 
reconsideration of Aristotelian final causes pre-
cisely as a way to avoid the irrationalist implica-
tions of a world in which teleology is absent. 

Nor, contrary to what Pinker supposes, 
can evolution by itself solve the problem. As 
philosophers of science have often pointed 
out, even a sophisticated scientific theory 
that enjoys predictive success and techno-
logical application can still turn out to be 
false. In the same way, an individual person’s 
set of beliefs can be adaptive and yet be false. 
Hence, the fact that natural selection has 
molded our cognitive faculties does not (con-
tra Pinker) entail that those faculties gener-
ate true beliefs, but only that they generate 
adaptive ones.

The common tendency to pit modern sci-
ence against the medievals’ Aristotelianism 
thus entails a kind of endarkenment, as it were, 
of the intellect. Properly understood, the two 
approaches are complementary rather than 
in competition. The material advances of the 
Enlightenment supplement the more other-
worldly philosophical and religious wisdom of 
the ancients and medievals. They do nothing 
to justify abandoning that wisdom. 

Edward Feser is the author, most recently, of Five 
Proofs of the Existence of God (Ignatius Press).
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Essay by Glenn Ellmers

The Jordan Peterson Phenomenon

Long after the american revolu-
tion launched our experiment in self-
government, the tenuousness of civili-

zation continued to define frontier life. Hol-
lywood westerns captured this experience, 
memorably and even nobly. These movies 

“portrayed a world in which genuine heroes 
and therefore genuine villains were possible, 
where human and American virtues and vices 
contended in all seriousness,” John Marini 
wrote in these pages (“There Once Were Gi-
ants,” Spring 2001). By probing “the deepest 
tensions in modern conceptions of the human 
condition or human happiness,” these mov-
ies “confronted the fundamental questions of 
politics.” 

Though Jordan Peterson is not an Ameri-
can, his work takes up these same fundamen-
tal issues, familiar yet still unsettled. Indeed, 
it is not wrong to consider Peterson in con-
nection with the cowboys of the Old West. 

“I come from northern Alberta, I come from 
the frontier,” he says, describing it as “kind 
of a rough place.” Peterson’s hometown, Fair-

view, “was scraped out of the bloody prairie 
50 years before I lived there.” His earnest 
demeanor and forthright way of speaking 
attest that a doctorate in clinical psychology 
and tenure at the University of Toronto have 
not erased the frontier’s influence. (See the 
sidebar on the facing page for an outline of 
his life and career.)

Peterson’s lessons for helping people make 
their way in the world, outlined in the best-
selling 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos, 
published in January, can be as gritty as any-
thing uttered by John Wayne or Clint East-
wood: find your burden and carry it; stand 
up straight with your shoulders back; tell the 
truth…or, at least, don’t lie. But what Peter-
son is attempting goes beyond campfire apho-
risms, beyond even the academic skirmishes 
that first launched him to fame. As a result of 
his book and extensive collection of lectures 
on YouTube, he has become a phenomenon, 
in part because he has a project—or rather, a 
mission. Like a lawman on the plains, he rep-
resents something larger than himself. 

End of an Age

To appreciate peterson’s popular-
ity fully, one must look at the mas-
sive social and political transforma-

tion underway as America’s 75-year-old Age 
of Television draws to a close. Its demise is 
closely related to the collapse of the liberal 
establishment’s “Blue Church”—a metaphor 
popularized by Jordan Greenhall’s essays on 
Medium.com. Greenhall, a tech entrepreneur 
with a law degree, explains the 2016 election 
as a “revolutionary war” that saw the end of 
television as a centralized, top-down method 
for reinforcing a dominant moral-political 

“narrative”—a set of authoritative customs that 
have defined American culture. Television 
powerfully reflected and enforced liberalism’s 
quasi-religious authority, respectability, and 
expertise—a process thoughtfully explicated 
by another Canadian, Marshall McLuhan. 

The ascendant digital media, unlike televi-
sion, are dynamic, decentralized, and interac-
tive. Their veneer of anonymity encourages 
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modernity’s achievements in medicine, tech-
nology, and democracy. The Federalist gamely 
notes that “the science of politics…has re-
ceived great improvement.”

But there are deep questions about the 
underpinnings of modern science. The 
20th century’s greatest statesman, Winston 
Churchill, and greatest philosophic thinker, 
Leo Strauss, both doubted the utopian pre-
sumption that science could liberate mankind 
from all restraint and hardship. Churchill 
warned against the possibility of a new Dark 
Age, “made more sinister, and perhaps more 
protracted, by the lights of perverted science.” 
Strauss observed that “while science has in-
creased man’s power in ways that former men 
never dreamt of, it is absolutely incapable of 
telling men how to use that power.” 

One of Strauss’s first students, Harry Jaffa, 
explained that modern rationalism sought “to 
discover premises that could not be doubted, 
and to proceed therefrom both inductively 
and deductively to conclusions that could not 
be doubted.” This would lead to the “ultimate 
transformation of philosophy into wisdom.” 
By confining wisdom to the world of objects 
that can be measured and manipulated, mod-
ern science tried to remove from sight and 
mind anything beyond this materialist fo-
cus—above all, the human soul. 

But advances in quantum mechanics cast 
grave doubt on how well we can really under-
stand the one thing science purports to grasp: 
matter, the substance held to be the source of 
all causes and recipient of all effects. As early 
as 1927 biologist J.B.S. Haldane came to sus-
pect that the universe would prove to be “not 
only queerer than we suppose, but queerer 
than we can suppose.” Nature, with its quirks 
and quarks and charmed particles, appears far 
more mysterious and less manipulable than 
the Cartesian rationalists thought. Strange 
and indifferent, the universe would seem to 
offer no support to the ancient philosophers’ 
aspiration for a cosmological ground of virtue; 
but neither does it anymore underwrite the 
modern desire for a natural predictability and 
lawfulness that could be counted on to help 
liberate mankind from necessity. Those seek-
ing refuge from the chaos of politics will find 
little comfort in quantum indeterminacy.

Peterson, likes Strauss, sees the Enlighten-
ment’s utopian project as a dead end. “Prior to 
the time of Descartes, Bacon and Newton,” he 
wrote in his first book, Maps of Meaning (1999),

man lived in an animated, spiritual 
world, saturated with meaning, imbued 
with moral purpose. The nature of this 
purpose was revealed in the stories peo-
ple told each other—stories about the 

The Jordan Peterson Phenomenon

• Born, 1962; grew up in Fairview, 
Alberta (pop. 3,000). 

• Enrolled at Grande Prairie Re-
gional College in 1979 to study politi-
cal science and English literature.

• Transferred to the University of 
Alberta, and received a B.A. in psychol-
ogy in 1984. 

• In 1985, moved to Montreal to at-
tend McGill University and earned a 
Ph.D. in clinical psychology under the 
supervision of Robert O. Pihl.

• Taught at Harvard University 
from 1993 to 1998 as an assistant and 
an associate professor in the psychol-
ogy department. 

• Returned to Canada in 1998 and 
took up a post as a full professor at the 
University of Toronto.

• Published Maps of Meaning: The 
Architecture of Belief in 1999 (released 
as an audiobook in June 2018).

• Has authored more than 100 scien-
tific papers in the fields of psychopharma-
cology and psychology (including abnor-
mal, neuro-, clinical, personality, social, 
industrial and organizational, religious, 
ideological, political, and creativity).

• Began posting his lectures to You-
Tube in 2013; as of June 2018, had 
more than 300 videos, 1,250,000 sub-
scribers, and 60 million views. 

• Twitter: 740,000 followers; Jordan 
Peterson Subreddit: 65,000 subscrib-
ers; Jordan Peterson Study Group on 
Facebook: 8,000 members (as of June 
2018).

• For most of his career, has main-
tained an active clinical practice, seeing 
20 patients a week. 

• Gained prominence in 2016 by op-
posing Canada’s Bill C-16, a proposal 
to add "gender identity or expression" 
as a prohibited ground of discrimi-
nation under the Canadian Human 
Rights Act.

• Placed his clinical practice on 
hold in 2017, and in 2018 temporar-
ily stopped teaching because of new 
projects.

• Current book tour for 12 Rules 
for Life has encompassed 45 cities in 
North America, Europe and Australia, 
reaching 100,000 people at live events, 
as of June 2018. Additional appear-
ances are planned. 

Sources: JordanBPeterson.com, Wikipedia, You-
Tube, Twitter, Reddit, Facebook.

disdain for traditional authority. Television 
had been the preeminent pulpit of the Blue 
Church liberal establishment, which includes 
much of the Republican Party’s country-club 
wing. Donald Trump and his supporters rep-
resent a red-state insurgency that uses digital 
media—and more haphazardly, the powers of 
the White House—to try to overthrow the 
old establishment, including the administra-
tive state. “The old weapons have no more 
sting,” Greenhall writes. “The collapse of the 
Blue Church is going to lead to a level of ‘cul-
tural flux’ that will make the 1960s look like 
the Eisenhower administration.”

The crumbling of the liberal establishment’s 
moral orthodoxy is superintended by the na-
tion’s first exuberantly anti-P.C. president. 
Of course, the U.S. has been through worse 
political crises in the past. Even as recently as 
the 1960s, radical protests and violence—in-
cluding riots, bombings, and kidnappings—
seemed to threaten our constitutional order 
more than today’s political correctness does. 
Some, therefore, might consider Greenhall’s 
apocalyptic warnings to be overwrought.

Jordan Peterson, however, is deeply wor-
ried. “There’s a reasonable possibility that 
things are going to go very wrong, very soon...
for all of us,” he remarked in one video inter-
view. “We’re playing with fire.” With the cen-
trist accord on what constitutes respectable 
opinion falling apart—especially on the most 
sensitive issues of race and sex—political ex-
tremists at both poles are rushing to stake 
new claims. The “alt-right” sees itself as a new 
counterculture, gleefully embracing a shock-
and-awe strategy to leverage digital vulgarity. 
Meanwhile, the zealous Left on and off cam-
pus has beaten the plowshares of postmodern 
views on identity and social construction into 
swords for tribal warfare.

For calling out the resultant anti-intel-
lectualism, such eminent men of the Left as 
Noam Chomsky, Stanley Fish, and Steven 
Pinker find themselves attacked as enemies of 
the new progressivism. In Enlightenment Now: 
The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and 
Progress (reviewed by Edward Feser on page 
68), which has been sharing the bestseller list 
with 12 Rules, Pinker deplores the irrational-
ism of the regressive Left, and seems to accept 
or even welcome his prospective excommuni-
cation from the Blue Church.

Enlightenment Now defends the Age of 
Reason and its heroes: Francis Bacon, René 
Descartes, and the other scientific conquista-
dors who gave us the New World. If the po-
litical center cannot hold, then perhaps—as 
Pinker suggests—scientific progress can pro-
vide surer ground for our comfort and safety. 
There is, of course, a great deal to be said for 
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“Straight Talk on Trade looks at the possibility 
that the world has proceeded too hastily with 

globalization and emphasized globalization of the 
wrong kind. Dani Rodrik contends that we have 
neglected notions of national sovereignty at our 
peril, and his knowledge, sources, methods, and 
arguments are all first-rate and battle-tested.” 

—Tyler Cowen, author of The Complacent Class
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“Bryan Caplan has written what is sure to be one 
of the most intriguing and provocative books on 

education published this year. His boldly contrarian 
conclusion—that much schooling and public 

support for education is astonishingly wasteful,  
if not counterproductive—is compelling enough 
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the part of parents, students, educators,  
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—Frederick Hess, American Enterprise Institute
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—Jeffrey Rosen, New Republic
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“John Hulsman travels across history and culture 
to illustrate the ten rules for analyzing political risk. 
He deploys the Roman Empire, Crusades, Vietnam 

War, and even the Beatles to help business and 
political leaders avoid disaster in today’s increasingly 

complicated and unstable world.” 
—Doug Bandow, Cato Institute
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“Freedom of speech is crucial to the  
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Cato Institute and author of The Libertarian Mind

Cloth  $24.95

“Perhaps the most ambitious attempt to rethink 
democracy and markets since Milton Friedman. 

Twenty years from now this just might be the book 
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structure of the cosmos, and the place 
of man. But now we think empirically 
(at least we think we think empirically), 
and the spirits that once inhabited the 
universe have vanished.

His project, which here departs signifi-
cantly from Strauss, is to rehabilitate the wis-
dom of this pre-scientific understanding by 
melding together three modern approaches 
to find a non-arbitrary ground of spiritual 
meaning amid the dislocations of modern life. 
The moral framework he constructs, which 
resonates powerfully with his many admirers, 
combines neuroscience, evolutionary psychol-
ogy, and Jungian analytical psychology (draw-
ing especially on the narrative tapestry of per-
sistent human archetypes, based on ancient 
myths, that Carl Jung called our “collective 
unconscious”). This mélange is held together 
by Peterson’s pragmatic common sense, and a 
deep well of empathy formed by his years as a 
practicing psychologist treating patients.

Boys Will Be Boys

12 rules (with a chapter for each 
axiom or lesson, plus an “overture” and 

“coda”) shot to the bestseller list in part 
because Peterson was already well known for 
his lectures and interviews on YouTube. His 
intensity and erudition combine to produce 
an engaging speaking style; he was nomi-
nated for the Levenson Memorial Teaching 
Prize when he taught at Harvard in the mid-
’90s. Much greater notoriety came in 2016 
when he vociferously opposed Canada’s Bill 
C-16 and its guarantees for “gender identity 
and gender expression.” According to some of 
its critics, this law would make the failure to 
use an individual’s “preferred pronoun” into 
a hate crime. Peterson made clear that he 
would, as a matter of courtesy, address people 
however they wished, but would not submit 
to legal compulsion of his speech. This stand 
crystallized his long-standing opposition to 
academic postmodernism and what he calls 

“cultural Marxism,” whose influence he de-
plores repeatedly in his lectures and writings. 

A few weeks before 12 Rules was released, 
Peterson received an inadvertent, hilari-
ous publicity boost from British journalist 
Cathy Newman. Throughout an interview 
for Britain’s Channel 4 TV, Newman proved 
unable to integrate Peterson’s reasonable, 
thoughtful statements with her stubborn 
image of him as a misogynistic bigot. In-
stead, she kept reformulating his arguments 
into something like their opposite, with the 
phrase (now a popular internet meme), “So, 
what you’re saying is….” The YouTube video 

of the interview has become a cultural mile-
stone, viewed more than 10 million times. 
At one point Peterson discusses how social-
dominance hierarchies, far from being artifi-
cial constructs, run so widespread and deep 
in the evolutionary past that they can be ob-
served in crustacea. The “nervous system of 
the lobster and the human being are so simi-
lar that antidepressants work on lobsters,” 
Peterson explained. “And it’s part of my at-
tempt to demonstrate that the idea of hierar-
chy has absolutely nothing to do with socio-
cultural construction, which it doesn’t.” Like 
that student who never shuts up in class but 
also never grasps the central point, Newman 
responded, “Let me get this straight. You’re 
saying that we should organize our societies 
along the lines of the lobsters?” 

In fact, Peterson does not think human-
kind should resettle to the bottom of the 
ocean. He does, however, believe that we can’t 
ignore the way our behaviors and social inter-
actions have been shaped by 2 million years of 

Peterson has been dismissed as a men’s 
rights advocate, whose message is of little in-
terest or relevance to women. And it’s true that 
his early online admirers were mostly male. 
(YouTube has—for whatever reason—a pre-
dominantly male viewership.) He likes to point 
out that this is changing, and attendance at his 
book tour lectures is much more evenly divided 
between men and women. Still, he does have 
special concern for young males, for the simple 
reason that elite opinion today largely ignores 
the problems of boys, and often regards natural 
displays of masculinity as “toxic.” Young men 
have a much trickier time navigating the shoals 
of acceptable behavior. As he points out:

Boys’ interests tilt towards things; girls’ 
interests tilt towards people. Strikingly, 
these differences, strongly influenced by 
biological factors, are most pronounced 
in the Scandinavian societies where 
gender equality has been pushed hard-
est: this is the opposite of what would 
be expected by those who insist, ever 
more loudly, that gender is a social con-
struct. It isn’t. This isn’t a debate. The 
data are in….

Girls can win by winning in their 
own hierarchy—by being good at what 
girls value, as girls. They can add to this 
victory by winning in the boys’ hier-
archy. Boys, however, can win only by 
winning in the male hierarchy. They 
will lose status, among girls and boys, by 
being good at what girls value.
 
Because our society makes it so hard for 

boys to find a respectable path to manhood 
without sacrificing their rambunctious and 
competitive nature, the arc of Peterson’s sym-
pathy does bend a bit more toward justice for 
young men. But this focus, he argues, should 
be of interest to both sexes. Aren’t women, he 
likes to ask, interested in finding spouses who 
are mature, attentive, and reliable—virtues 
his rules are designed to cultivate? Presum-
ably these qualities would be considered de-
sirable even by the most enlightened women. 
But of course the whole premise of Peterson’s 
approach—helping young men to become ap-
propriately strong and manly to make them-
selves attractive to women—is objectionable 
to feminism’s emphasis on systematic oppres-
sion and gender identity politics.

Ancient Wisdom

Peterson uses references to lob-
sters, and other recurring bits of 
whimsy and humor, to leaven the 

severity of his lessons. 12 Rules does not 

evolutionary adaptation. In his battles against 
political correctness Peterson has been criti-
cized for his lack of academic rigor in conflat-
ing Marxists, postmodern deconstructionists, 
and feminists. But 12 Rules is not a study of 
leftist intellectual history, dissecting the finer 
differences between, say, Jacques Derrida and 
Simone de Beauvoir.

His intent is to refute all “blank slate” doc-
trines that deny our biological hard-wiring 
and teach the same disastrous lesson: humans 
are merely social artifacts with no inherent or 
evolved nature. From there it is but a quick step 
to insisting that any differences in abilities or 
interests leading to disparate outcomes are ar-
bitrary and unjust, and that men and women 
are essentially the same. This last emphatically 
erroneous point is of particular concern to Pe-
terson, because it is at the root of so much of 
the unhappiness he sees in his clinical prac-
tice; not to mention that a society incapable of 
supporting stable families and raising healthy, 
well-adjusted children won’t long survive. 

Books discussed in this essay:

12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos,
by Jordan B. Peterson.

Random House Canada,
448 pages, $25.95

Maps of Meaning: The Architecture
of Belief, by Jordan B. Peterson.

Routledge, 564 pages, $160 (cloth),
$76.95 (paper)
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shrink from telling readers that life means 
pain and suffering. His deft exposition, how-
ever, makes clear that duty is often liberating 
and responsibility can be a gift. A chapter 
called, “Pet a cat when you encounter one 
on the street,” is a beautiful meditation on 
imperfection, and the idea that “when you 
love someone, it’s not despite their limita-
tions. It’s because of their limitations.” In the 
book and on his videos, Peterson sometimes 
argues against pursuing happiness, in the 
sense of pleasure or instant gratification. He 
makes clear elsewhere that he agrees with 
Aristotle that eudaimonia—the happiness of 
the well-lived life—is the true goal. 

Other classical threads weave through the 
text, as when he recognizes that spiritedness, 
an elemental part of the soul, is important to 
both morality and politics. His advice is re-
liably sound (“make friends with people who 
want the best for you”), frequently clever (“a 
postmodern man is one whose moral virtue 
consists in his harmlessness”), and occasion-
ally moving. He can sound tough—“young 
people are mostly worthless, because they 
don’t know anything”; “an unruly child brings 
disgrace on himself and his parents”—but it’s 
clear on every page, and even more so on video, 

that he wants to help people who are lost, or 
ailing, to put their lives back together. 

In a perceptive Weekly Standard review of 
12 Rules, Tanner Greer wrote that because Pe-
terson is on a “quest to totalitarian-proof the 
Western world,” his target audience is civiliza-
tion itself. Indeed, Peterson says he wants to 
immunize people against “ideological posses-
sion” by guiding readers away from extremism 
and toward a purposeful self-understanding 
that cultivates moderation, courage, and inde-
pendent thinking. His enmity toward the alt-
right has not gone unnoticed. Richard Spen-
cer and his followers call him the “Cuck of 
Canuckistan,” even as leftists routinely assail 
him as a crypto-fascist. When people “sort 
themselves out,” Peterson says, they should 
become “dangerous,” meaning capable of 
harm but with the self-control that prevents 
it. Of course, the challenges to our psychic 
health include personal tragedy or trauma in 
addition to ideology. People are responding to 
Peterson’s message less to escape a monolithic, 
suffocating doctrine than because they believe 
there are no solid doctrines or authorities they 
can trust. An Antidote to Chaos seems espe-
cially welcome when the shadows on the cave’s 
wall no longer make sense. 

Generally, the most insightful reviews 
of Peterson’s work are by believing Chris-
tians, who seem to welcome anyone with 
a sympathetic appreciation for the Bible. 
These reviewers acknowledge Peterson as 
an insightful interpreter of Scripture. (His 
online lectures on the Bible are among his 
most popular.) Yet Peterson sidesteps the 
question of whether he is himself a believ-
ing Christian, and hints that he is agnostic. 
Some critics refuse to accept Peterson’s half-
loaf of Scripture without God. They con-
clude, with Friedrich Nietzsche among oth-
ers, that there is no Christian morality with-
out Christ. But Peterson is actually correct, 
without ever quite saying how, in suggesting 
that God and His Word can be understood 
separately, that it’s possible to see the Old 
Testament as one among many ancient sto-
ries, and yet somehow radically different. He 
sees the centrality of the Bible for Western 
civilization, but misses something essential.

In “Leo Strauss, the Bible, and Political 
Philosophy,” an essay published in 1991, Har-
ry Jaffa explained that all the ancient cities 
claimed that their laws were of divine origin. 
In this sense, the Torah was like the stories 
of any other ancient city. But all other ancient 
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cities were polytheistic. Only Judaism (and 
then Christianity) proclaims the “One God 
who is separate from the universe, of which he 
is the Creator.” Because the God of the Bible 
is “both separate and unique,” He is therefore 
unknowable. Jaffa elaborated on this in an ex-
egesis of Deuteronomy 4:6-7, which reads:

Keep them and do them; for that will 
be your wisdom and your understand-
ing in the sight of the peoples, who, 
when they hear all these statutes, will 
say “Surely this great nation is a wise 
and understanding people…. And 
what great nation is there, that has 
statutes and ordinances so righteous 
as all this law which I set before you 
this day?”

“Why,” Jaffa asked, “were the ‘peoples,’ i.e., 
the Gentiles, expected to say of the Israel-
ites, that they were a ‘wise and understand-
ing people?’ What in them enabled them to 
recognize wisdom and understanding[?]” The 
reason is that “wisdom is a human potential-
ity.” God endowed man with the capacity for 
reflection and choice, and thus we can discern 
that the laws of Moses are “righteous.” Do we 
not see in this passage from Deuteronomy, 
Jaffa asked, that in the Torah, “the teachings 
of reason and of revelation will not contradict 
each other, since both reason and revelation 
are God’s gifts to mankind?”

None of us is tempted to worship Marduk, 
Horus, or the other ancient deities Peterson 
discusses. Those gods died with their cities. 
Only the God of Israel—the God of both 
revelation and reason—could survive the de-
struction of ancient Israel. But because he is 
radically unknowable, belief in that God re-
quires a leap of faith. Peterson—or anyone—
can therefore find himself unable to make that 
leap, but nevertheless see in the Word of the 
Hebrew God the “wisdom and understanding” 
that makes the Bible unique. 

Blazing a Trail

Curiously, peterson doesn’t seem 
fully to appreciate the radical un-
knowability of the Biblical God, even 

though one of the key psychological insights 
throughout his work concerns how the hu-
man brain deals with uncertainty. Both the 
premise and title of Maps of Meaning indi-
cate that we are constantly mapping our en-
vironment—physically, mentally, and emo-
tionally. We confront, overcome, and occa-
sionally succumb to never-ending assaults on 
our “familiar territory.” The rules by which 
we act, Peterson writes, constitute “the 

most essential aspect of the social contract.” 
Within our clan or group, “patriotic rituals, 
stories of ancestral heroes, myths and sym-
bols of cultural or racial identity,” define our 

“established territory, weaving for us a web of 
meaning that, shared with others, eliminates 
the necessity of dispute over meaning.” Long 
before the Age of Television and the collapse 
of the Blue Church, humans had established 
their psychological need for nomoi, authori-
tative opinions. 

When we leave the familiar, Peterson ex-
plains, we tend to negotiate new or unexpect-
ed territory with a mixture of fear and cau-
tious hope: 

Appearance of the unknown motivates 
curious, hopeful exploratory behavior, 
regulated by fear…. The simultaneous 
production of two antithetical emo-
tional states, such as those of hope 
and fear, means conflict…. We are 
protected from such conflict—from 
subjugation to instinctive terror—by…

return to the kingdom of threatened 
order may hardly be accompanied by 
praise, however, since the information 
he now carries (or perhaps is) will ap-
pear disruptive and destructive long be-
fore it proves redemptive. It is very easy 
to view the hero as the most profound 
danger to the state. 

Despite this account’s similarities to 
Socrates’ description of the philosopher in 
Plato’s Republic, the model that Peterson 
follows is neither Socrates nor Plato. He al-
ludes here to Jungian archetypes of the hero 
and his emergence from, or rather through, 
self-doubt—a transformation popularized by 
Joseph Campbell and familiar to every Star 
Wars fan. But Peterson has deeper sources in 
mind, too. In his essay “Three Forms of Mean-
ing and the Management of Complexity,” Pe-
terson rejects “psychological models...based 
on the assumption that the world is made of 
objects, existing independently and given, or, 
more abstractly, of stimuli.” To the contrary, 
because people “live in a sea of complexity,” 
we “perceive meaningful phenomena, not the 
objective world.” This description of seeing 
the world pre-scientifically, as a place not of 
objects but of meaningful phenomena, de-
rives fundamentally from Martin Heidegger 
and existentialism. Peterson calls himself an 
existentialist, in fact, and generously salts his 
book with references to “Being,” acknowledg-
ing his “exposure to the ideas of the 20th-cen-
tury German philosopher.”

Thus in Peterson’s idiosyncratic—and like-
ly problematic—melding of myth, existential-
ism, and neuroscience, the truth is mysterious 
but somehow real; it is both pre- and post-
philosophic. From this murky well he never-
theless draws sensible advice and clear moral 
guidance.

Contrast his practical wisdom to the young 
and not-so-young technocrats who propose to 
create “Society 4.0” through computerized 
mechanisms and solutions, such as block-
chain, crypto-currencies, digital crowdsourc-
ing, and artificial intelligence. Some rather 
fanciful proposals for re-engineering society 
even draw explicitly on science fiction. More 
ominously, the enormous creativity and inge-
nuity in Silicon Valley have led some internet 
entrepreneurs to foresee the emergence of a 
superior “creator” class that will furnish the 
transfigurative ideas for society’s ultimate 
metamorphosis. Only a few, most notably 
Peter Thiel, seem to appreciate that while 
Asimov may fire our imaginations, it is still 
Aristotle who grounds us in reality. 

The hubristic yet fanciful ideas of these 
keyboard legislators, seen alongside the Pe-

culturally-determined beliefs, by the 
stories we share. 

We can never ignore the new territory. 
Those who try—as well as those who can’t 
or won’t successfully manage the “instinctive 
terror”—become the broken and the wicked. 
Every healthy, well-developed psyche always 
lives, as it were, on the frontier. Peterson’s 
book is intended to help establish psycholog-
ical order with justice, to provide a survival 
guide for life on the border between civiliza-
tion and nature. 

Every new territory, like every epic saga, 
needs a first settler, the trailblazer who 
decides voluntarily, courageously, to 
face some aspect of the still-unknown 
and threatening.... His “descent into 
the underworld” and subsequent reor-
ganization makes him a savior—but his 
contact with the dragon of chaos also 
contaminates him with the forces that 
disrupt tradition and stability…. His 

In Peterson’s
idiosyncratic melding

of myth, existentialism,
and neuroscience, the

truth is mysterious but
somehow real.
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terson phenomenon, should prompt politi-
cal philosophers to consider what role, if any, 
they intend to play in our unfolding politi-
cal drama, and to reflect on why no book by 
one of their own has engaged the popular 
imagination in this way since Allan Bloom 
published The Closing of the American Mind 
31 years ago. To the degree that Straussians, 
in particular, still care about American pub-
lic opinion, it may be time to show that their 
political prudence—like Peterson’s—has 
room for scientific and technological literacy. 
A modest first step in this direction would be 
to reconsider Charles Darwin and evolution. 
(Peterson’s emphatic embrace of Darwinian 
evolution does not seem to have turned away 
any of his conservative or religious admirers, 
and it probably has helped to attract many to 
his arguments who are neither conservative 
nor religious.) 

A number of Straussians, including Roger 
Masters, Ken Blanchard, and Larry Arnhart 
have argued for a more open-minded attitude 
toward evolution. Arnhart has even written 
a very compelling book, Darwinian Natural 
Right (1998). But they have met with either 
indifference or resistance from many of their 
colleagues, notwithstanding Strauss’s own 
comment in Natural Right and History (1953) 
that “however indifferent to moral distinc-

tions the cosmic order may be thought to be, 
human nature, as distinguished from nature 
in general, may very well be the basis of such 
distinctions.”

Almost alone among academic depart-
ments, biology—especially evolutionary biol-
ogy—defends human naturalness and socia-
bility, and thus opens a door to lead public 
opinion back to Aristotle’s acknowledgement 
of man as “the political animal.” With post-
modernism now insisting not only on the 
social construction of gender, but even of 
biological sex—“Some men have a uterus,” a 
Planned Parenthood affiliate informed the 
world—evolutionary biologists deserve, and 
would profit from, modern Aristotelians’ in-
sight and support.

Spirited Engagement

Jordan peterson concludes an aca-
demic journal article with this quite non-
academic call to spirited engagement: 

Life is not the constant shrinking away 
from the terror of death…. It is that 
which keeps the spectre of mortality at 
bay, while we work diligently, creatively, 
at work whose meaning is so powerful 
and self-evident that the burden of ex-

istence seems well worth bearing. Ter-
ror management, be damned! The path 
of the eternal hero beckons, and it is a 
doomed and dangerous fool who turns 
his back on it.

In the public persona he has developed, Pe-
terson clearly sees himself as a hero—inspiring 
welcome fortitude and self-discipline among 
his admirers. But his embrace of existential-
ism indicates that he may be more audacious 
than courageous. Political philosophers, for 
their part, need to admit that beyond their 
well-rehearsed arguments and well-thumbed 
books lie frontiers that demand exploration: 
the metaphysical challenges of modern physics, 
the new horizons of Aristotle’s empirical biolo-
gy made richer with modern tools of discovery, 
and even the tumultuous potential of social 
media. In their ideal form, the lawmen of the 
Old West displayed a rough and ready sagacity 
that reflected Socratic wisdom, a harmonizing 
of courage and moderation. If there is a lesson 
for such thinkers to learn from Peterson it is 
the need to supplement their caution with ap-
propriate boldness. With a civilization to be 
saved, we may all need to cowboy up. 

Glenn Ellmers works in Washington, D.C., and 
has been a speechwriter for two cabinet secretaries.
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The american experiment seems to 
be going awry in unexpected and dis-
turbing ways. Despite the health of the 

national economy, troubling signs abound: 
declining birthrates, family breakdown, rising 
mortality from suicide or drug overdose, so-
cial tribalism, political dissatisfaction, fraying 
social ties, and gnawing isolation. In Europe, 
Western civilization seems to be in an even 
worse state of decay. 

Leon Kass’s new book, Leading a Worthy 
Life, has plenty of practical advice. A modern-
day Renaissance man who has spent decades 
teaching the Great Books at the University 
of Chicago and St. John’s College, Kass has 
produced a revised and updated selection of 
previously published essays that diagnose 
how we’ve lost our way, from romance and 
marriage to sports, education, and the end of 
life. He makes a strong case that in America 
today our cultural practices are so disjointed 
and our social arrangements so unsatisfactory 

because too many of us no longer seek a life 
that reflects the dignity of mankind and the 
fullness of human experience. 

Kass aims to remind us where we 
went wrong, by enunciating what 
many Americans “seek in their heart 

of hearts but have forgotten how to articulate 
or defend.” We’ve forgotten these things be-
cause we’ve become spiritually impoverished, 
mainly by mistaking freedom and prosperity 
for ends in themselves rather than means to a 
good life, to genuine human flourishing. We 
have forgotten, that is, what it means to be a 
human being. Kass argues that to wage war 
against this spiritual poverty we need better 
elites, and institutions that will inspire and 
sustain cultural renewal. But first, “we need a 
full-throated intellectual defense and celebra-
tion of what most Americans still tacitly know 
and live by. And this requires an account of 
why and how our most worthy practices an-

swer to our deepest human aspirations and 
longings.”

So Kass takes us through some of those 
practices, beginning with a chapter on court-
ship (he isn’t afraid of antique terms like 

“courtship” or “bastard,” which help recall 
things we once knew). In a way, his discussion 
of courtship serves as a stand-in for a host of 
traditional practices that have disappeared 
from American life and have left young peo-
ple adrift. He seems to have special sympathy 
for those trying to find their way into honor-
able adulthood. For all the talk of single par-
enthood and rampant divorce, Kass notes that 
there isn’t much discussion of what makes 
for marital success, much less “the ways and 
mores of entering into marriage, that is, to 
wooing or courtship.” But of course we don’t 
talk about wooing and courtship because they 
barely happen anymore, which is a big prob-
lem. “Today there are no socially prescribed 
forms of conduct that help guide young men 

Book Review by John Daniel Davidson
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and women in the direction of matrimony,” 
writes Kass, noting that it’s not just a problem 
for the lower classes. The reason for the loss 
of these practices is that we have forgotten, 
somehow, why people ought to get married in 
the first place. These days, anyone who knows 
a 20- or 30-something singleton who wants to 
get married knows what Kass is talking about. 

“[T]he way to the altar is uncharted: It’s every 
couple on its own, without a compass, often 
without a goal. Those who reach the altar 
seem to have stumbled upon it by accident.”

Kass has an idea of what needs to 
change, but most Americans aren’t 
going to like it. He recommends, 

among other things, “a restoration of cultural 
gravity about sex, marriage, and the life cycle,” 
the “restigmatization of illegitimacy and pro-
miscuity,” and the “revalorization of marriage 
as both a personal and a cultural ideal.” To be 
sure, this is bitter medicine for a culture that 
has actively degraded both marriage and sex. 
Even among conservatives, it might only work 
if families quarantine themselves to some 
extent from the dominant liberal culture (as 
Rod Dreher called for in The Benedict Op-
tion). But Kass has a larger cohort of Ameri-
cans in mind than just the very conservative 
and religious. His arguments are directed at 
Americans in the mainstream, too many of 
whom “are looking for reform on the cheap, a 
revival of good sense and decency in relations 
between the sexes without sacrificing any of 
the privileges and luxuries of modern life. We 
strongly suspect this is impossible.”

That frustrated desire goes for almost any 
subject in Kass’s book, not just courtship, 
marriage, and sex. Perhaps his most disturb-
ing chapter is on dignified death and why doc-

tors must not kill. Nothing demonstrates the 
monstrous logic of modern liberalism better 
than euthanasia, which Kass shows cannot be 
limited to a discreet class of terminally ill pa-
tients who freely elect it. He cites a Dutch gov-
ernment survey from 1995 that found doctors 
were already putting patients to death with-
out their consent, justifying the practice for 
reasons like, “low quality of life,” “relatives’ in-
ability to cope,” and “no prospect for improve-
ment.” Pain and suffering were mentioned 
only about 30% of the time. The recent cases 
of infants Charlie Gard and Alfie Evans in the 
United Kingdom, both of whom the National 
Health Service deemed not to warrant con-
tinued treatment despite their parents’ wishes 
to seek treatment elsewhere, illustrate Kass’s 
contention that “the line between voluntary 
and involuntary euthanasia cannot hold, and 
it will be effaced by the intermediate case of 
mentally impaired or comatose persons who 
are declared no longer willing to live because 
someone else wills them not to.”

The source of the ills kass address-
es springs from an extreme application 
of Enlightenment principles divorced 

from the old moral order that once sustained 
them. We now have something altogether 
different from what the American Founders 
envisioned when they erected what was an 
inherently fragile system. Our constitutional 
order was not built for the present day’s moral 
relativism and untethered individualism, and 
setting things right will require more than 
turning the clock back to pre-World War II 
social norms, even if that were possible. Re-
solving the current crisis doesn’t hinge on this 
or that political policy (or any election cycle) 
but on the question of what is proper to a 

human being and what constitutes human 
happiness—that is, on a thoroughgoing re-
evaluation of how we live, as individuals and 
in community.

In the years to come, that will mean mak-
ing concrete choices about a host of things like 
medical care, career advancement, religious 
practices, marriage and children. For those 
determined to reject the excesses of liberalism 
and live something closer to the old moral or-
der, these choices will almost certainly come 
with a heavy cost. Leading a worthy life will 
most likely mean leading a less “successful” 
life, insofar as success is defined by the liberal 
mainstream. It might very well mean some-
thing much more severe.

Near the end of The Abolition of Man, 
C.S. Lewis says that nothing he can say will 
prevent some people from describing his lec-
ture as an attack on science. He denies the 
charge, noting that in defending the very 
idea of objective value he is defending inter 
alia the value of knowledge, which would die, 
too, if the old order were completely swept 
away. So it is with Leading a Worthy Life. It’s 
easy to call Leon Kass an obscurantist and 
say he is clinging to a discredited moral phi-
losophy that, after all, doesn’t “work.” But if 
we’re honest with ourselves about the state 
of modern society, we must insist, alongside 
Lewis, on a “regenerate science” that “would 
not do even to minerals and vegetables what 
modern science threatens to do to man him-
self.” To accept the totality of Kass’s claims 
and truly lead a worthy life is to change en-
tirely how we see the world and the way we 
choose to live in it.

John Daniel Davidson is a senior correspondent 
at The Federalist.
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Competitors in florence and oth-
er Italian cities, where the revival of 
painting, sculpture, and architecture 

flourished in the Renaissance, dismissed him 
as “the little man from Arezzo.” But what 
Giorgio Vasari lacked in size, he made up for 
in energy, talent, and ambition. 

He was a prolific painter, a notable archi-
tect (he designed the Uffizi palace), a trusted 
diplomat, an intimate member of the Medici 
family’s entourage, the founder of the first Eu-

ropean art academy, a collector of fine draw-
ings, and a “special effects” consultant who 
could quickly design tastefully elaborate deco-
rations for important social functions such as 
weddings, coronations, and triumphal proces-
sions. Vasari was also a vivid writer, poet, and 
storyteller. The lively letters he left behind 
(later collected and published in Italian in two 
stout volumes) provide a marvelous sense of 
what daily life was like for a peripatetic court 
artist in 16th-century Italy.

He was the jack-of-all-trades 
who, in this rare instance, succeed-
ed in mastering them all. And of all 

Vasari’s many achievements, the most impor-
tant was his monumental Lives of the Most Ex-
cellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, first 
published in 1550, and then in a revised and 
expanded form in 1568.

To those with only a passing acquaintance 
with the volume, it may appear little more 
than an immense and encyclopedic collection 

Book Review by Michael McDonald

Profit and Honor
The Collector of Lives: Giorgio Vasari and the Invention of Art, by Ingrid Rowland and Noah Charney.

W.W. Norton & Company, 432 pages, $29.95
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of anecdotes about the artists of his time—
most notably, Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, 
and Michelangelo. Undergirding the enter-
taining stories, however, is a theory, a particu-
lar vision of artistic progress and a way of eval-
uating and establishing a hierarchy of artistic 
greatness. Small wonder, then, that there is 
nearly unanimous agreement among scholars 
that with this single text, dubbed “the Bible 
of the Italian Renaissance,” Giorgio Vasari 
singlehandedly created the discipline of art 
history as we know it today. 

Vasari’s theory, in a nutshell, is that from 
the fall of Rome until the 13th century, art 
in Italy had lost its way and was wandering 
in the savage woods of the Dark Ages. (The 
comparison with Dante’s poetic pilgrimage 
at the start of the Divine Comedy is virtually 
unavoidable.) “Primitive”—that is, schematic, 
flat, and non-realistic—art predominated ow-
ing to Byzantine and Gothic influences (the 
latter being a term that Vasari effectively in-
vented). Vasari then posits that due to the ge-
nius of mostly Tuscan artists, who intensely 
studied nature and the statues of classical an-
tiquity, art began to progress again. 

He breaks down this develop-
ment into three distinct periods: 
in the first age, beginning with Ci-

mabue and Giotto, art was reborn in Florence 
through the rediscovery of rudimentary tech-
nical and emotional realism; in the second, 
beginning with Masaccio, Brunelleschi, and 
others, art progressed toward increasing natu-
ralism and fluency; in the third age, beginning 
with Leonardo and ending with Michelangelo, 
art reached its “perfection.” It is a hierarchi-
cal and historiographic model of progress in 
the arts that has endured down to the present, 
one that is fully reflected in how art is curated 
and displayed in museums today.

The progress Vasari outlines is most defi-
nitely not dictated by the conforming pres-
sures of impersonal economic, social, or his-

torical forces—he was no proto-Hegelian or 
Marxist. Vasari insisted that progress de-
pends on individuals who seek utile e onore, 

“profit and honor,” a term that Ingrid Row-
land and Noah Charney, in their new biogra-
phy of Vasari, The Collector of Lives, define as

a classic Tuscan pairing that describes 
the two goals a right-thinking, hard-
headed citizen hoped to achieve in life. 
Utile meant “utility” as well as “profit” or 
“advantage”—gain that was socially and 
morally useful, as well as simply profit-
able. Onore meant acquiring an external 
reputation for honest practice by obey-
ing a strict internal code of honor. In 
Renaissance Italy, this code combined 
ancient Roman virtues with the moral 
teaching of the Bible, drawing from He-
brew wisdom literature and from the 
Gospels.

What’s more, Vasari strongly believed in 
the benefits of competition—benefits that 
extended beyond the individual artist to the 
society at large. As he says in his joint chap-
ter on Andrea del Castagno and Domenico 
Veneziano: “emulation and rivalry, when men 
seek by honest endeavor to vanquish and sur-
pass those greater than themselves in order to 
acquire glory and honor, are things worthy to 
be praised and to be held in esteem as neces-
sary and useful to the world.”

Given his achievements and his 
importance, it’s surprising Vasari’s 
life hasn’t attracted more interest. 

Rowland and Charney, both art historians, 
have produced the first biography of Vasari in 
over a century meant to appeal to a general 
readership—but with mixed results, alas.

The authors have a tendency to lose track of 
the story they’re supposed to be telling, most 
frequently by inserting chapter-long digres-
sions about the lives of other artists of the 

period or by offering up mountains of trivia 
about all things Italian. Vasari travels to An-
cona and suddenly the reader is learning how 
umbrellas were an Etruscan invention. He 
travels to Pistoia and the reader is told that 
the stiletto dagger is said to have been in-
vented there. The padding is continuous and 
is aggravated by poor editing which results in 
virtually the same sentences and ideas recur-
ring from chapter to chapter and sometimes 
within the very same paragraph.

Unfortunately, by the book’s end Row-
land and Charney have not fulfilled their 
promise to grapple seriously with the large 
questions they announced at the start. In-
stead they hurriedly juxtapose Vasari’s views 
on the genius of the Renaissance paint-
ers (beauty through the study of nature, 
truth through realism, and technical ability 
through respect for and knowledge of tra-
dition) with the court jesters of modern art 
such as Marcel Duchamp, only to throw up 
their hands and equivocate: to be sure, Va-
sari “praised skill and beauty above all” but 

“he also praised the avant-garde of his time.” 
So who knows?

When the authors do discuss Vasari’s life, 
they tell a good story. They ground his life 
solidly within his period and are excellent at 
explaining technical artistic terms. By using 
Vasari’s own writings and utterances, they 
succeed in conveying a good deal of his char-
acter and personality. Their translations from 
the Italian are superb, and the best parts of 
the book are when Vasari is allowed to speak 
for himself through his letters.

If you were to boil down The Collector of 
Lives to its essence, you would find 100 pages 
comprising a very fine biography of Giorgio 
Vasari. This is far from the “perfect” portrait 
that, following Vasari’s strictures, the reader 
would prefer.

Michael McDonald is a writer and attorney in 
Washington, D.C.
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Book Review by Theodore Dalrymple

Brilliance without Egotism
Leonardo da Vinci: The Biography, by Walter Isaacson.

Simon and Schuster, 624 pages, $35

Does walter isaacson’s handsome-
ly produced and well-written biog-
raphy of Leonardo da Vinci (which 

only occasionally descends to the demotic, 
such as calling Michelangelo a “hot new art-
ist”) tell us enough that is new to distinguish 
it from previous efforts? Although it bears a 
strong resemblance to Charles Nicholl’s Leon-
ardo da Vinci: The Flights of the Mind (2004), 
using many of the same sources and the same 
quotations, Isaacson’s book emphasizes Leon-
ardo’s scientific and technological endeavors 
while Nicholl’s downplays them. 

It is true that Leonardo discovered no law 
of physics, no anatomical feature is named 
for him, and his only foray into large-scale 
engineering works (an attempt to divert the 
River Arno from Pisa to reduce that city’s in-
dependence from Florence) ended in disaster. 
Had he not painted, or had his paintings been 
lost, the now-famous notebooks he kept of his 
studies, ideas, and inventions would probably 
have been confined to the footnotes of schol-
arly specialists. 

Against this, Isaacson enthuses over 
Leonardo’s multi-faceted brilliance, which 
he ascribes to his ability to see a profound 
puzzle behind what the vast majority of peo-
ple take for granted—the blueness of the sky, 
for example. Leonardo was not a dilettante, 
exactly: no one whose anatomical interests 
led him to dissect 30 human corpses and 
innumerable animals—and produced such 
beautiful anatomical drawings that they 
stand as works of art as well—could possi-
bly be called that. The fact that he did not 
publish his findings speaks to the purity of 
his motives; he was an example of brilliance 
without egotism. 

When it comes to the question of Leon-
ardo’s genius, Isaacson, who has written bi-
ographies of Benjamin Franklin, Albert Ein-
stein, and Steve Jobs, ends with advice or rules 
about how we can all become more like Leon-
ardo ourselves, as if, fundamentally, he had 
been writing a kind of erudite biographical 
version of those airport self-help books about 
how to triumph in marketing or succeed in 

business. These rules include: seek knowledge 
for its own sake, retain a childlike sense of 
wonder, procrastinate, think visually, collabo-
rate, make lists, be open to mystery. This all 
sounds a little Maoist to me. At least he does 
not compare Leonardo to Michael Jordan who, 
along with Mozart, was for a time (which is 
now over) the example of sheer human genius 
American journalists used in books about ex-
ceptional accomplishment. 

In general, isaacson is wary of, or 
even hostile to, the concept of genius. 
He says towards the beginning of his 

book that “[s]lapping the ‘genius’ label on 
Leonardo oddly minimizes him by making 
it seem as if he were touched by lightning.” 
And towards the end he writes: “As I hope 
you will by now agree, Leonardo was a ge-
nius, one of the few people in history who in-
disputably deserved—or, to be more precise, 
earned—that appellation. Yet it is also true 
that he was a mere mortal.” This seems to me 
confused, or at least wrestling with a straw 
man. The taking-dictation-from-God idea 
of Mozart’s genius is surely not held by any-
one (although even taking dictation, at least 
on such a scale, would require some effort); 
nor does anyone think that geniuses are not 
mortal. Behind Isaacson’s words lies a Dale 
Carnegie view of life: you too can be a genius. 
But I can safely assure everyone that, howev-
er colossal my efforts, I shall never write Così 
fan tutte, any more than I shall win friends 
and influence people. 

On the whole, though, if Isaacson’s judg-
ments seem to me sometimes a little way-
ward…well, whose don’t? For example, in his 
discussion of the Lansdowne version of the 
Madonna of the Yarnwinder, he omits the (to 
me obvious) defect of the picture, namely the 
gross disproportion of mother and child. 

More importantly, Isaacson’s attempt to 
relate Leonardo’s achievements as a painter to 
his scientific interests in optics and anatomy 
(that the Mona Lisa’s enigmatic smile, for ex-
ample, was the product of his dissection of hu-
man lips) strikes me as forced. Isaacson also 

seems to have accepted the naïve view that the 
more realistic a painting is—the more cor-
rect its perspective, the truer to what is actu-
ally seen—the better it is, and the greater the 
progress in painting. He implies that Leon-
ardo is best because he knew more than any 
other artist about the behavior of light. 

This is surely very crude, and permits him 
to quote, in all seriousness, the opinion of 
Jonathan Jones, the Guardian’s art critic, that 
Leonardo’s depiction of the fetus in the womb 

“is for me the most beautiful work of art in the 
world.” What, I wanted to know, was the sec-
ond, or the seventh, most beautiful work? Art 
is not a kind of Olympic Games, with gold, 
silver and bronze medals. 

It is very difficult to rid our minds 
of what Wyndham Lewis called the “de-
mon of progress in the arts.” Art is not 

marching anywhere, has no final destina-
tion, and certainly there is no guarantee that 
what comes after, however technically accom-
plished, will be better than what came before. 
Benjamin Haydon is not a better painter than 
Johannes Vermeer because he was born more 
than a century after Vermeer’s death.

Isaacson quotes Giorgio Vasari on the 
Mona Lisa, to the effect that “It was painted 
in a way to make every brave artist tremble 
and lose heart.” For Isaacson, the painting 

“became…a distillation of his [Leonardo’s] 
accumulated wisdom about the outward 
manifestations of our inner lives and about 
the connections between ourselves and our 
world.” As a counter to this kind of gaseous 
effusion, it is worth reading Donald Sassoon’s 
Becoming Mona Lisa (2001), about the famous 
work’s reception in the world, which was not 
always so grandiose. For myself, I can easily 
think of a hundred paintings that move me 
more than the Mona Lisa. 

I do not want to end on a sour note, how-
ever. Isaacson has written a competent and 
informative biography, well worth reading. 

Theodore Dalrymple is a contributing editor to 
City Journal.
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The very name of homer’s epic tale 
of a warrior’s ten-year journey home 
from the Trojan War has come to sym-

bolize adventure, exploring the unknown, and 
discovering oneself. The Odyssey reaches back 
into the ancient Greek world of myth and leg-
end, of nymphs and goddesses and monsters. 
Through its hero’s triumphs and mistakes, 
Homer invites us to reflect on the meaning of 
home and family, life and death, and what it 
means to be human.

Emily Wilson’s new translation of The Od-
yssey offers a vibrant, contemporary rendition 
of this ancient story. Her goal, as she writes 
in her “Translator’s Note,” is “to invite a more 
thoughtful consideration of what the narra-
tive means, and the ways it matters.”

Several features set this translation apart 
from numerous others that have appeared over 

the years—deliberate choices that Wilson, a 
professor of classical studies at the University 
of Pennsylvania, made as she set out to do 
something that had not been done before, per-
haps not since Homer. “The original,” she notes, 

“is written in a highly rhythmical form of verse. 
It reads nothing like prose and nothing like 
any spoken or nonpoetic kinds of discourse.” 
Homer’s rhythmical verse is not an accidental 
feature of his poem, but a key element of his 
storytelling. As she describes it, Homer’s artful 
verse makes the reader or listener “constantly 
aware of the rhythms and the units that make 
up elements of every line, as well as the ongo-
ing movement of the narrative.” Whereas Al-
exander Pope sought to convey the verse with 
rhyme, numerous translators since have es-
chewed both rhyme and meter, although “they 
often lay out their text as if it were verse.”

Wilson, by contrast, strives 
to emulate—albeit not to copy—
Homer’s employment of a “regular 

metrical beat.” She wants to present the story 
in an engaging way—even more compelling 
when read aloud—for an audience that is nei-
ther ancient nor Greek-speaking. “The Odys-
sey is a poem, and it needs to have a predict-
able and distinctive rhythm that can be easily 
heard when the text is read out loud.” Hom-
er’s story emerged out of an oral tradition, and, 
very likely, continued to be sung for centuries 
after it had been written down. Wilson, for 
her part, seems intent on reviving the poem’s 
roots, and does this by offering a version that 
is made to be spoken, or sung.

Music, however, is often specific to a cul-
ture and a time. Homer’s verse, intended for 
the Greeks of his day, was in dactylic hex-

Book Review by Evanthia Speliotis

Singing a New Song
The Odyssey, by Homer, translated by Emily Wilson.

W.W. Norton & Company, 592 pages, $39.95
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poetry of Homer’s writing, while at the same 
time aiming “for a certain level of simplicity, 
often using fairly ordinary, straightforward, 
and readable English,” to find the middle path 

“between the Charybdis of artifice and the 
Scylla of slang.”

In the passages that are narrative or de-
scriptive, however, Wilson often preserves 
much of Homer’s style and voice:

So every day she wove the mighty cloth,
and then at night by torchlight she 
 unwove it. (II.106-7)

or

He swam until he reached a river’s 
 mouth
with gentle waters; that place seemed 
 ideal,
smooth and not stony, sheltered from 
 the wind. (V.441-4)

The result is a flowing, lyrical narrative that is 
at once Homeric and contemporary. 

Her more colloquial formula-
tions tend to be especially evident in 
the passages where there is dialogue 

between two characters. For example, she 
presents Antinous, the haughtiest and worst 
of Penelope’s suitors, as saying to Odysseus’ 
son, “Telemachus, you stuck-up willful little 
boy!” (II.86-87). Compare that with Rich-
ard Lattimore’s more literal: “High-spoken 
intemperate Telemachos.” In even more col-
loquial style, when Odysseus is on the island 
of the Phaekians and encounters Athena, dis-
guised, as he is going toward town, we read, 

“Divine Athena winked at him and said, ‘Here, 
Mr. Foreigner, this is the house’” (VII.47-48). 
Again, contrast Lattimore’s literal: “Pallas 
Athena, the grey-eyed goddess, began speak-
ing: ‘Here, my friend and father, you see the 
house which you asked me to tell you of.’”

Although the person encountering Homer 
for the first time might find nothing amiss in 
Athena winking or in “Here, Mr. Foreigner,” 
this level of colloquialism, so far removed 
from Homer’s style, seems more to occlude 
both Homer’s story and Homer’s world, rath-
er than to make them more available to us. In 
the end, Wilson, who strives unabashedly to 
make the poetry her own, succeeds beauti-
fully in the narrative passages. But the level 
of colloquialism she adopts in rendering the 
dialogue can be, at times, a bit jarring.

The biggest question I have, however, con-
cerns Wilson’s decision not to preserve the 
repeated epithets that pervade Homer’s 
work, and which are, for many of us, an es-
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ameters, “the conventional meter for archaic 
Greek narrative verse.” Wishing her verse to 
resonate with an English-speaking audience 
as much as Homer’s resonated with Greek 
audiences, Wilson chooses iambic pentam-
eter for her verse, because it is “the conven-
tional meter for regular English narrative 
verse.” Her choice of meter makes clear her 
purpose, which is not to pay homage to an 
ancient text but to reawaken and revivify The 
Odyssey for us today. She doesn’t wish to take 
us back to Homer, but to bring Homer for-
ward to us.

The care wilson takes to renew 
Homer’s work as an audible narrative 
marks, I believe, the most singular ac-

complishment of her translation. From the 
opening lines,

Tell me about a complicated man.
Muse, tell me how he wandered and was    

 lost. (I.1-2)

to Odysseus’ reaction near the finale when Pe-
nelope, his wife, declares her unceasing love 
for him,

This made him want to cry. He held his    
 love,
his faithful wife, and wept. As welcome 
 as
the land to swimmers, when Poseidon    
 wrecks 
their ship at sea and breaks it with great 
 waves
and driving winds; a few escape the sea 
and reach the shore, their skin all caked 
 with brine.

Grateful to be alive, they crawl to land. 
(XXIII.233-9)

Wilson is quite right to say that her transla-
tion “sings to its own regular and distinctive 
beat.”

Besides her decision to render Homer’s 
poem in verse, she has also sought to make it 

“fresh and contemporary,” to bring this ancient 
work into the present and make it a poem for 
us and for our time. She eschews “the notion 
that Homeric epic must be rendered in grand, 
ornate, rhetorically elevated English,” declaring 
that “[i]t is past time…to reject this assumption.” 
Once again, she strives to imitate, although not 
to copy, Homer. “[S]tylistic pomposity,” she 
states, “is entirely un-Homeric.” And, although 
Homer’s writing “is nothing like prose and 
nothing like any spoken or non-poetic kinds 
of discourse,” his language is neither difficult 
nor ostentatious. Wilson strives at once to 
preserve and to present the highly stylized 
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sential part of the poem. For those of us 
who were raised reading about “thoughtful 
Telemachus,” for example, it is disconcert-
ing to read “Sullen Telemachus said” (I.345) 
or “His mind alert and focused, Telema-
chus replied” (I.388), both rendering the 
same Greek phrase that literally says, “Then 
thoughtful Telemachus said….” There are 
also the numerous and different ways that 
glaukopis (grey- or silvery-eyed, hence, by ex-
tension, shining) Athena is presented, from 

“She looked straight into his eyes” (III.25) 
to “bright-eyed Athena” (VII.19) and “With 
twinkling eyes” (VII.27).

Wilson protests that the styl-
ized epithets had a role and a 
place in “an oral or semiliterate 

culture,” but that “[i]n a highly literate so-
ciety such as our own, repetitions are likely 
to feel like moments to skip.” Instead, she 
writes, “I have used the opportunity offered 
by the repetitions to explore the multiple dif-
ferent connotations of each epithet.” To give 
one more example, there are the numerous 
epithets applied to Odysseus that begin with 
poly, which means “much” or “many.” “Poly-
metis” (resourceful, clever, many-minded), for 
example, is rendered at times “scheming,” at 
times “lying,” at times, “he said coolly,” and 

at times it is dropped altogether. It would 
never occur to someone who is encountering 
the poem for the first time that Homer uses 
formulaic epithets, and Wilson’s multiple 
interpretive translations would simply be 
heard as a variety of adjectives. Might this 
first-time reader (or listener) be missing out 
on an important part of Homer’s poem? Is 
it “writerly laziness,” as Wilson claims, not 
to interpret every epithet and render it in a 
distinct way each time, or are these epithets 
more than just placeholders for a singer re-
citing a very long poem?

I’m reminded of Byzantine chant, and its 
use of the ison. The ison is the harmony that 
is intoned “under” the melody. Unlike many 
Western harmonies that follow the melodic 
line, but at an interval, the ison is a baseline 
key intoned in a straight line. It thus provides 
the solid, straight foundation, above which 
the melody can float and sing. Thinking of 
Homer’s formulaic epithets in this light, I 
wonder if they are more than just a mnemonic 
device from an oral tradition, but instead of-
fer something along the lines of the ison. In 
that case, far from being boring or lulling one 
to sleep, they would provide a kind of base-
line structure to support and guide the song 
that dances atop it. For example, preserving 
the epithets allows the reader to notice that, 

for Homer, Telemachus is “thoughtful,” and 
Eumaeus, “pious.” And, noticing, the reader 
might wonder and ponder what “thoughtful” 
or “pious” might mean as they arise in a va-
riety of contexts and situations but also how 
they might serve as an indication of what we 
should be noticing in each context and situa-
tion. What’s more, it is certainly possible that 
very slight variations in Homer’s epithets are 
intended to be significant, and are thus inte-
gral to communicating his story. 

Perhaps, however, these concerns are be-
side the point, and only a classicist would 
care about the structure the formulaic 
epithets provide and their significance for 
Homer’s poem. But for that scholar, there 
is always the Greek text itself, as well as the 
several more or less literal translations in 
English (of which the best are probably Lat-
timore’s and Robert Fitzgerald’s). Wilson’s 
text has a different objective and audience in 
mind. It is Odysseus’ story she is offering to 
us, not, per se, Homer’s text. Her fidelity to 
Homer consists in transmitting and rejuve-
nating this story, giving it to everyone to read, 
listen to, engage with, appreciate, and carry 
forward into the next eon.

Evanthia Speliotis is professor of philosophy at 
Bellarmine University.
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Book Review by A.M. Juster

Power and Rhythm
The Aeneid, by Virgil, translated by David Ferry.
The University of Chicago Press, 432 pages, $35

Epic poetry communicates and re-
inforces histories that reinforce core 
cultural and national identities. Once 

those histories embed themselves in a culture, 
it is impossible for poets to produce new tales 
of similar scope and majesty. Despite admira-
ble efforts by Lucan, Corippus, and other tal-
ented poets, the wreckage of failed epic poems 
litters the Latin poetry landscape.

The influence of Virgil’s Aeneid outlived 
the society it celebrated. With an acrobatic 
set of intellectual contortions, Church Fa-
thers embraced Virgil as a proto-Christian—
some even saw Christ’s birth predicted in 
Virgil’s Eclogues. Late Antique and medieval 
poetry relied heavily on Virgil, and in par-
ticular the Aeneid, for their imagery and use 
of language. Dante and John Milton could 

not have written their greatest poetry with-
out the Aeneid. 

With modernist poets’ elitism, poverty of 
language, and short attention spans, there 
seems almost no possibility that we will see 
a revival of epic verse. Missing the solaces of 
the genre, the public looks now to fantasy 
fiction—from J.R.R. Tolkien to J.K. Rowl-
ing and George R.R. Martin—for the quasi-
religious mythologies once the province of 
epics.

The public’s unfulfilled desires may ex-
plain the proliferation of new translations of 
great epics. Recent decades have seen mul-
tiple translations of Homer and Virgil, many 
of which wander bombastically from the lan-
guage of the originals. A.N. Wilson quite 
properly skewered Frederick Ahl’s translation 

of the Aeneid (2007) by singling out this line 
for its inaccuracy and inelegance:

Cloven-footed quadruped clatter kicks  
 clumps, quivers plain at a gallop. 

(XI.875)

Compare this densely alliterative and incoher-
ent line with G.P. Goold’s “literal” translation 
for Harvard University Press:

And in their galloping course the horse 
 hoof shakes the crumbling plain.

Robert Fagles’s 2006 translation is less tes-
tosterone-drenched and more accurate than 
Ahl’s, but it doesn't deserve the lavish praise 
it has received. Barry Powell’s 2015 free verse 
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version has been almost entirely, and rightly, 
ignored.

In the 1990s many New Formalists, par-
ticularly Charles Martin, Rachel Hadas, and 
X.J. Kennedy, had considerable success trans-
lating Greek and Latin poetry, but they steered 
clear of epics. In 2008, however, poet-scholar 
Sarah Ruden translated the Aeneid into el-
egant iambic pentameter, becoming the first 
woman ever to translate the poem. Faber & Fa-
ber posthumously published Seamus Heaney’s 
translation of Book VI of the Aeneid in 2016 
(reviewed by Dana Gioia in the Spring 2017 
CRB). It is beautiful in the tradition of John 
Dryden’s famous version in heroic couplets, but 
Heaney himself admitted that he had “things 
other than literal accuracy on his mind.”

Ruden’s translation received wide-
spread praise among reviewers, but 
her work has remained controversial 

among certain classicists; I once watched Ahl 
and a prominent classical scholar shout her 
down during a panel discussion when she 
defended her use of iambic pentameter. The 
shouters largely recycled legitimate objections 
to Robert Fitzgerald’s still-popular 1983 blank 
verse translation, which left out significant con-
tent and nuances to achieve its elegance.

One cannot extend such criticism to 
Ruden, however, who has a Ph.D in classical 
philology from Harvard and a focus on detail 
lacking in Fitzgerald. If we return to the line 
butchered by Ahl, we can see the merits of 
Ruden’s version:

The speeding hoofbeats shook that soft- 
 earthed plain.

Her rendering of “hoofbeats” in the plural is 
clearly the correct translation, and her choice 
of “soft-earthed” for putrem is far superior 
to Goold’s “crumbling.” More importantly, 
Ruden’s line is quietly powerful in a way that 
reflects the tone of the original text.

In his new translation of the Aeneid, David 
Ferry, who has previously translated Virgil’s 
Eclogues and Georgics, renders this same line 
skillfully:

Their galloping hooves are shaking the  
 dust of the plain.

The three anapests—two unstressed syl-
lables followed by a stressed—in Ferry’s line 
are suggestive of the horses’ “galloping,” and 
for me “the dust” is a clear improvement upon 
Ruden’s “soft-earthed.” 

Ferry’s translation reflects assumptions 
somewhere between those of Fagles and Ruden. 

Ferry is not a classicist but a retired English 
professor revered for his thoughtfulness and 
humility—rare traits among prominent poets. 
His early poetry in the 1950s was formal in the 
style of Richard Wilbur and Anthony Hecht. 
Like Adrienne Rich, Louis Simpson, Donald 
Hall, and Robert Bly, he moved away from his 
early assumptions about craft, but he did not 
move as far, and never embraced their middle-
aged bile toward formal poetry.

Over time Ferry adopted a unique prosody 
that reflected his literary temperament. He 
loosened his iambic pentameter by allowing 
himself an anapest or two, sometimes even 
three, in each line, but rarely a trochee (one 
stressed syllable followed by one unstressed) 
or dactyl (one stressed, two unstressed) ex-
cept for the occasional traditional trochaic 
substitution at the start of a line. The result 
infused his poetry with music that combined 
the power of blank verse with the flexibility of 
a conversational free verse line: 

Saturday afternoon. The barracks is al- 
 most empty.
The soldiers are almost all on overnight  
 pass.
There is only me, writing this letter to  
 you,
And one other soldier, down at the end  
 of the room,
And a spider, that hangs by the thread  
 of his guts,
His tenacious and delicate guts, Swift’s  
 spider,
All self-regard, or else all privacy.

 (“The Soldier”)

The intimate and meditative first six lines 
have five feet and 12 to 14 syllables, but in 
the final line Ferry turns to strict regular 
iambic pentameter to drive his point home. 
This poetic strategy works well in Ferry’s 
translations of Virgil’s pastoral poetry, and 
even more effectively in his translations of 
Horace’s Odes and Epistles, beautifully cap-
turing the Roman poet’s wryness and con-
versational tone.

Ferry’s aeneid has many strengths. 
He avoids over-the-top images not 
fairly located in the text, and sticks 

close to the prose translations he cites in 
his introductory comments. He also tries 
to include everything of significance in the 
original, avoiding egregious cuts made to im-
prove the aesthetics of a line or the narrative 
flow. The language and syntax are generally 
straightforward, and it is easy to imagine us-
ing this translation in a classroom. Presum-
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ably toward that end, the University of Chi-
cago Press includes a useful “The World of 
the Aeneid” map on the inside covers of the 
book. Finally, there are sections, particularly 
in the conversations and Book VI’s trip to the 
underworld, where Ferry’s talents mesh well 
with Virgil’s powerful language.

Unfortunately, the work does not consis-
tently live up to the standard Ferry has estab-
lished for himself over more than six decades 
of increasingly impressive work. The most 
surprising shortcoming is that his transla-
tion lacks the precise line breaks of his earlier 
work. More than a hundred times he ends a 
line with “and”—the weakest word possible. 
He also ends hundreds of lines by splitting 
prepositional, adjectival, and verb phrases: 
to / Compose; in / Her; for / Their; they / 
Move; with / The; with / a; dear / Mother’s.

There is no obvious reason why these lines 
should consistently end so awkwardly. Both 
Ruden and Emily Wilson in her magnificent 
new Odyssey translation (reviewed on page 82) 
use more traditional line breaks. They also 
use blank verse more metrically restrictive 
than Ferry’s and maintain line-for-line equiva-
lence, which Ferry doesn’t. With his loosening 
of traditional iambic pentameter’s rules, he 
had room to maintain the integrity of lines in 
ways that would have created a pulse a reader 
could sense. 

Many of his mushy line endings correlate 
with metrical problems. Some lines have four, 
even five, anapests:

And the river Euphrates now flowing  
 more mildly, subdued; (VIII.959)

What has happened to you, and the   
 wound I suffered, for which….   
 (X.1138)

On the other hand, the more iambic lines are 
often short a foot:

This is the vesture Priam wore when he
 Sat in assembly…. (VII.323-324)

Here in our waters! Destroy their cap- 
 tain and Burn…. (VII.569-570)

What makes these lapses doubly frus-
trating is that sometimes Ferry’s blank verse 
works extremely well:

The aged king takes up the royal armor 
So long unused by him, and puts it on
His trembling old man shoulders, and  
 girds himself
With his useless sword, to send himself  
 to death…. (II.734-737) 

This translation also suffers from 
inconsistency in diction. For every bril-
liant turn of phrase, such as “in serried 

ranks” (II.495), there are bouts of “translatese”:

They live who are of the Grecians by  
 their birth. (III.797)

The war is cruel that Camilla is leading  
 her troops to…. (XI.669)

The diction problems are broader than the 
translatese. At times Ferry’s word choices are 

“high” in tone, as when he uses “Aeneadae” 
(IX.226) instead of “the followers of Aeneas.” 
On the other hand, bursts of (often awkward) 
contractions randomly lower the tone of other 
passages, as do slangy, off-key phrases such as 

“Call up a meeting” (XI.489). 
Henry Howard, the Earl of Surrey, invent-

ed blank verse and translated Books II and IV 
of the Aeneid into such verse before his execu-
tion (for treason) in 1547. Although transla-
tion from Latin or Greek dactylic hexameter 
into blank verse requires compression, that 
compression often improves the quality of the 
resulting poetry. Both Sarah Ruden in her Ae-
neid translation and Emily Wilson in her Od-
yssey translation have proven that proposition. 
Sprawling free verse and loose metrical verse 
alike have always failed to capture the grandeur 
of epic poetry. Blank verse can provide trans-
lations of these great poems with power and 
rhythm, features necessary to echo the power 
and rhythm of the original text. David Ferry’s 
new Aeneid translation is a missed opportunity.

A.M. Juster has published eight books of poetry 
and translated poetry, including Saint Ald-
helm’s Riddles (University of Toronto Press) 
and The Elegies of Maximianus (University of 
Pennsylvania Press).



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2018
Page 88

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Algis Valiunas

The Fellowship of the Cursed Poets

Delmore schwartz, randall jar-
rell, Sylvia Plath, Robert Lowell, and 
John Berryman, all of whom died 

more than 40 years ago, remain the most fa-
mous American poets born in the 20th cen-
tury. They are known even more for their tor-
tured, prematurely extinguished lives than for 
their poetry. For devotees, their lives are the 
dark consequences of the public’s indifference 
to poetry. The real reasons for the devastation, 
however, are more various and complicated 
than that, involving manic-depression and al-
coholism, as well as a poetic tradition that ex-
alts personal torment in the service of high art. 

Although American intellectuals prefer 
to see the ruin of our finest poets as a native 

problem, caused by our barbaric materialism 
and want of genuine culture, the story really 
begins in 19th-century France. The French 
have a name for doomed poets, and it has be-
come American common currency in speak-
ing of those suffering from madness, drunk-
enness, drug abuse, or suicide: poète maudit, 
cursed or damned poet. The coinage was Paul 
Verlaine’s, whose little book Les Poètes mau-
dits (1888) honored spirits such as Arthur 
Rimbaud, Tristan Corbière, Stéphane Mal-
larmé, and Auguste Villiers de l’Isle-Adam. 
Verlaine (1844–1896) called them cursed, not 
because they were all moral desperadoes—
some were models of decorum in their private 
lives—but because the obscurity of their verse 

meant that only a select few would ever read 
and understand them.

Welcoming Pain

Verlaine’s own life would give 
maudit the primary meaning it has to-
day. Drunkenness, sexual recklessness, 

and mad violence were routine for him. He 
tried to set his wife’s hair on fire, threw his in-
fant son against the wall in response to a cross 
word from his wife, attacked his mother with 
a saber when she refused to give him money 
for drink. He left his wife for the 16-year-
old poetic prodigy Arthur Rimbaud. When 
Rimbaud threatened to leave him, Verlaine 
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of metaphysical injustice: God is ultimately 
to blame for the devastation of noble writers’ 
lives. Seen from this angle, Poe is the victim of 
divine malice responsible for American push, 
bustle, and crassness: “for Poe the United 
States were nought but a vast prison in which 
he ran about with the fevered restlessness of 
a creature born to breathe the air of a sweet-
er-scented world—nought but a great, gas-lit 
Barbary—and that his interior, spiritual life 
as poet, or even as drunkard, was no more 
than a perpetual effort to escape the influence 
of that antipathetic atmosphere.”

Yet the poet’s drunkenness also served his 
artistic vocation, lubricating memory and 
imagination: it was very often, Baudelaire 
wrote,

a mnemonic device, a deliberate meth-
od of work, drastic and fatal, no doubt, 
but suited to his passionate nature. Poe 

and effectively demanded that he persist in 
his now consecrated suffering. Perhaps pain 
chose Baudelaire from the start, but he came 
to welcome and to nourish his pain, a gift that 
only a poet of his type could fully appreciate. 
To be cursed in this peculiar way was nothing 
less than beatitude.

Blessed with Madness

Delmore schwartz (1913–1966), in 
his 1941 essay “The Isolation of 
Modern Poetry,” calls Baudelaire “in 

so many ways…either the first or the typical 
modern poet.” The modern poet as Schwartz 
describes him

does feel that he is a stranger, an alien, 
an outsider; he finds himself without 
a father or mother, or he is separated 
from them by the opposition between 
his values as an artist and their values 
as respectable members of modern soci-
ety. This opposition cannot be avoided 
because not a government subsidy, nor 
yearly prizes, nor a national academy 
can disguise the fact that there is no 
genuine place for the poet in modern 
life. He has no country, no community, 
insofar as he is a poet, and his greatest 
enemy is money, since poetry does not 
yield him a livelihood.

This lonesome, angry lament comes from the 
most revered young American poet of that 
time, whose first book, In Dreams Begin Re-
sponsibilities (1938), had been a smash and 
made Schwartz the culture hero of the day at 
the age of 25. 

His translation of Rimbaud’s Une saison 
en enfer (A Season in Hell), a canonical text 
of maudisme, appeared the next year; and 
in 1943 Schwartz was named poetry editor 
of Partisan Review, received a Guggenheim 
Fellowship, and got a job teaching com-
position at Harvard, where he had been a 
star graduate student in philosophy. What 
a lesser being might have considered great 
good fortune did not placate the precocious-
ly embittered young eminence. Simply to be 
a modern poet was to be cursed. From one 
side uncaring society leered at him; from an-
other the strain of creation exacerbated his 
misery. In “The Writing of Edmund Wilson” 
(1942), Schwartz takes issue with Wilson’s 
The Wound and the Bow, which attributes 
creative power to psychic insult and injury: 

“A further possibility is that the unhappiness 
and disorder of creative lives is the effect and 
not the cause of creative effort, which does, 
after all, tend to make a human being more 
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taught himself to drink, just as a care-
ful man of letters makes a deliberate 
practice of filling his notebooks with 
notes. He could not resist the desire to 
return to the marvelous or terrifying vi-
sions, the subtle conceptions, which he 
had encountered in a previous storm…. 
One part of what delights us today was 
the cause of his death.

The alcoholic’s bottle here is the instrument 
of suicidal martyrdom pursued in the hope of 
artistic immortality. 

A life damned from the beginning pre-
sented exciting possibilities for a poet built 
like Baudelaire. He was fortunate to discover 
that his misfortunes were the characteristic 
symptoms of the state of creative grace; a rev-
elation which offered assurance that he had 
been living the life he was made for all along, 

shot his lover and wounded him in the wrist. 
A two-year prison sentence at hard labor re-
directed Verlaine onto a godly path, and he 
became a celebrated Catholic poet. The repro-
bate in him could not be eradicated, however, 
and a month after his release he returned to 
Rimbaud and drunken brawling. 

Revolted at his backsliding, Verlaine fought 
for his soul, but none of his efforts at reform 
was good enough. Verlaine knew himself 
cursed, and the best he could hope from his 
shameful existence was to belong to the com-
pany of the illustrious poetic heroes. When 
Verlaine was a young man, the example of 
Baudelaire (1821–1867) had lured him to pur-
sue poetic glory. Years later, Verlaine’s sonnet 

“À Charles Baudelaire” (1892) addresses the 
dead poet who is his brother in sinfulness and 
in hope of something like solace:

You fell, you prayed, like me, like all
The souls whom hunger and thirst on  
 the way
Pushed beautiful with hope to reach  
 Calvary!

—Calvary just and true, Calvary where,  
 then, these doubts,
Here, there, grimaces, art, weep for   
 their failures.
Eh? To die simply, we, men of sin.

Hard death on the Cross looks to be the 
appointed end for the men of sin. The pros-
pect of resurrection is a long way off, reserved 
for their betters. Fellowship in suffering must 
suffice for the broken poets’ consolation. Of 
the last nine years of his life, four were spent 
in hospitals. He was so comprehensively rav-
aged by disease that doctors could not single 
out the cause of death.

Baudelaire was the notorious author of Les 
Fleurs du mal (The Flowers of Evil, 1857), the 
poet who found beauty in evil and cursed God 
for His cruelty toward His trusting children. 
He was a hashish and opium addict, his ex-
istence “damned from the beginning,” as he 
wrote to his mother in what should have been 
the prime of his life; dead of syphilis at 46. As 
Verlaine in his torment claimed spiritual kin-
ship with Baudelaire, so Baudelaire prayed to 
Edgar Allan Poe as his patron saint. In “Ed-
gar Allan Poe, His Life and Works” (1852), the 
preface to a collection of Poe’s short stories that 
he translated, Baudelaire inaugurates two dif-
ferent conceptions of the cursed poet: the man 
who is destroyed by society’s contempt for his 
art and his very being, and the one who deliber-
ately and heroically destroys himself—in Poe’s 
case with alcohol—for his invaluable art’s sake. 

To Baudelaire the poet’s suffering at the 
hands of the philistines is a manifestation 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2018
Page 90

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

sensitive, more easily disturbed, and, last but 
not least, less able to make a living and be a 
devoted husband and friend.”

In his sublime youthful poems Schwartz 
sings of the longing for beauty, goodness, 
justice, wisdom, and love in a world that has 
scant use for these extravagances. To escape 
captivity in the importunate body is the ear-
nest young philosopher’s dearest wish, but the 
poet takes evident pleasure in rendering that 
prison of the flesh:

The heavy bear who goes with me,
A manifold honey to smear his face,
Clumsy and lumbering here and there,
The central ton of every place,
The hungry beating brutish one
In love with candy, anger, and sleep,
Crazy factotum, disheveling all,
Climbs the building, kicks the football,
Boxes his brother in the hate-ridden city.

In his poetry Schwartz was a golden child; 
in his disintegrating personal life he became 
ever more cruel, vindictive, petty, grasping, 
libidinous, morally ugly. Addiction and men-
tal illness gnawed away at his poetic gift, his 
sharp intellect, his hope for lasting love and 
invigorating friendship. In the important 
biography Delmore Schwartz: The Life of an 
American Poet (1977), James Atlas movingly 

relates the gradual but relentless descent from 
drinking for pleasure to drinking from need. 
Insomnia bedeviled Schwartz, and his heavy 
use of sleeping pills from his early twenties 
helped poison the not exactly innocent drink 
in his hand. His second wife, the novelist 
Elizabeth Pollet, wrote that these “danger-
ous necessities” drove her out of their mar-
riage. “He was a sick man, and more and more 
a frightened one.”

But a frightening one as well. Schwartz’s 
most famous bon mot—“Even paranoids have 
real enemies”—may be true in general but it is 
also bughouse paranoid in his particular case. 
His real enemy was his deteriorating mind. 
Atlas sadly relates the tale of Schwartz’s free-
fall into madness, and Saul Bellow captures 
it superbly, as fiction, with sorrowing zest, 
in his novel Humboldt’s Gift (1975). When 
Pollet left him in 1957, he set about plotting 
vengeance against the man his wife was aban-
doning him for. There was no such man. The 
art critic and editor Hilton Kramer became 
the convenient object of Schwartz’s delusional 
fury. In the full majesty of his lunatic rage, 
Schwartz came hammering on Kramer’s door, 
promising violence. He demanded Kramer 
produce Pollet. She of course was not there; 
Kramer hardly knew her. The terrorized critic 
thought the mad poet had a gun. Eventually 
Schwartz went away. 

Kramer went to the police to seek a restrain-
ing order. A detective went with Kramer to 
talk with Schwartz, and when Schwartz be-
came difficult the conversation was reconvened 
at the police station. There Schwartz went 
berserk. The handcuffed madman soiled him-
self in the ambulance on the way to Bellevue. 
That night, in withdrawal from alcohol and his 
several pharmaceuticals, he suffered seizures. 
Later, when he turned menacing, he was lashed 
to his bed in restraints. He had a hard time 
talking and could not really understand how 
he had come to be there. A generous gift from 
James Jones, author of the blockbuster novel 
From Here to Eternity, permitted Schwartz a 
more genteel confinement at the Payne Whit-
ney Psychiatric Clinic. Schwartz’s friend Saul 
Bellow collected donations for what he called 
Schwartz’s “scholarship fund,” and the mon-
ey was deposited at Payne Whitney. When 
the newly diagnosed paranoid schizophrenic 
signed himself out against medical advice after 
a week, he took the remaining funds with him. 

Sometimes, somehow, he would still man-
age to write a poem. His book Summer Knowl-
edge, which largely comprised poems from 
his 1938 collection, was awarded the Bollin-
gen Prize in Poetry and the Shelley Memo-
rial Award in 1960. Among the new poems, 

“Baudelaire” evokes the dank hopelessness of a 
life beyond redemption:
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I know nothing. I cannot know any  
 thing.
I have lost the ability to make an
 effort….
I am sick of this life of furnished rooms.
I am sick of having colds and headaches:
You know my strange life. Every day  
 brings
Its quota of wrath. You little know
A poet’s life, dear Mother: I must write  
 poems,
The most fatiguing of occupations.

As Atlas writes, “Delmore sensed he was 
beyond recovery, but defended the idea—
loosely adapted from Sigmund Freud—that 
paranoia induced heightened insights. ‘Sup-
pose psychosis clarifies things?’ he speculated, 
invoking Poe as a famous literary instance.” 
Only a far-gone psychotic would find this a 
rewarding line of speculation, but Schwartz 
went down believing in the wisdom of the 
cursed poet blessed by madness. In a fleabag 
residential hotel off Times Square, he read 
the schizophrenic German poet Friedrich 
Hölderlin and the Kama Sutra during his last 
days, and died of a heart attack lugging his 
garbage down the hallway. He was 52. At the 
morgue his body lay unclaimed for two days.

A More Wretched Life

No cursed poet lived a more 
wretched life than John Berryman 
(1914–1972), the finest poet of the 

so-called Middle Generation that included 
Schwartz, Randall Jarrell, and Robert Lowell. 
Berryman was born John Smith, and his father 
killed himself when the boy was 11. His moth-
er remarried abruptly, and the boy who took 
his stepfather’s surname found it never fit him 
comfortably; the thought of making his way as 
John Berryman, famous poet, made him feel 
that he was betraying his dead father’s memory.

His father’s suicide shaped him decisively 
as a man and a poet. Berryman became a 
manic-depressive, an alcoholic, a compulsive 
womanizer, until everything in his life was in 
ruins except his poetry. For a long time he be-
lieved it was his obligation to ruin himself for 
his poetry’s sake. He could not stop thinking 
about death; he could not stop writing about 
it; he could not get his fill of it. Every other 
thought he had was how he could beat death 
by producing deathless poetry. In the end this 
proved scant consolation. Suicide was always 
in the cards. 

The Dream Songs, his masterpiece, is a se-
quence of 385 poems written between 1955 

and 1969. Nearly every poem is composed of 
three six-line stanzas, rhyming frequently but 
not always, with the syntax often fractured and 
the sense sometimes hovering near unintelligi-
bility or plunging right into chaos. The poems 
feature the voices of “Henry Pussy-cat” and 

“Mr Bones,” the former a middle-aged white 
American whose travails often duplicate Ber-
ryman’s own, and the latter a black minstrel 
show character—the pair of them evidently 
constituting a single person. Like a surgeon 
lancing an abscess, Berryman probes the cor-
rupt matter of his own festering life more ex-
plicitly, more daringly, and more painfully than 
any other of the cursed poets. The first Song 
announces the predominant theme of primal 
loss and the unending woe that has ensued:

All the world like a woolen lover
once did seem on Henry’s side.
Then came a departure.
Thereafter nothing fell out as it might  
 or ought.
I don’t see how Henry, pried
open for all the world to see, survived.

The poet knows whom to finger for the life-
time of catastrophe: “God’s Henry’s enemy” 
(Song 13).
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The pulsating thought that he is fated 
to die as his father did rarely relents. Like a 
whisky-fueled blues singer, Berryman makes 
unbearable grief and terror swing:

I’m scared a lonely. Never see my son,
easy be not to see anyone,
combers out to sea
know they’re goin somewhere but not
 me.
Got a little poison, got a little gun,
I’m scared a lonely.
I’m scared a only one thing, which is  
 me….

Mourning is effectively a full-time job, for 
God not only bedevils Henry but destroys 
his fellow poets, some his closest friends. The 
rage at the Almighty cannot be assuaged by 
the time-honored resignation of those grown 
wise in suffering. 

I’m cross with god who has wrecked  
 this generation.
First he seized Ted, then Richard,
Randall, and now Delmore.
In between he gorged on Sylvia Plath.
That was a first rate haul. He left alive
fools I could number like a kitchen    
 knife
but Lowell he did not touch. 

The manic-depressive Theodore Roethke died 
of a heart attack at 55; the hard-drinking R.P. 
Blackmur died of chronic vascular disease 
at 61; the manic-depressive Randall Jarrell 
killed himself by stepping in front of a speed-
ing car on a nighttime road at 51; the mad, 
doped, and sodden Delmore Schwartz lasted 
to 52; the manic-depressive Sylvia Plath stuck 
her head in an oven at 30, leaving two small 
children; the manic-depressive Robert Lowell, 
spared for now, would die 12 years later of a 
heart attack at 60. 

Berryman writes 13 songs for Delmore 
Schwartz, “one solid block of agony”:

Henry’s mind grew blacker the more
 he thought.
He looked onto the world like the act
 of an aged whore.
Delmore, Delmore.
He flung to pieces and they hit the floor.
Nothing was true but what Marcus
 Aurelius taught,

“All that is foul smell & blood in a bag.” 

The Schwartz testimonials show Berry-
man trying to decide whether to hurry after 
his colleagues in maudisme or to hold off as 
long as he can.

These lovely motions of the air, the   
 breeze,
tell me I’m not in hell, though round
 me the dead
lie in their limp postures
dramatizing the dreadful word instead
for lively Henry, fit for debaucheries
and bird-of-paradise vestures

only his heart is elsewhere, down with  
 them
& down with Delmore specially, the  
 new ghost
haunting Henry most….

…I have tried to be them, god knows I  
 have tried,
but they are past it all, I have not done,
which brings me to the end of this song. 

The Song itself, the fact that it is there on 
the page, testifies to Berryman’s powers of 
survival. But the impulse to end it all, sud-
denly, violently, never goes away. Like the 

furious absorption, in his hero-worship…in 
the shocks of his conversation, in his fear of 
madness, in his contempt & savage self-con-
tempt which is brother to mine.” 

The fraternal bond would last a lifetime:

next time it will be nature & Thoreau
this time is Baudelaire if one had the  
 skill
and even those problems O
At the mysterious urging of the body or  
 Poe
reeled I with chance, insubordinate & a  
 killer
O formal & elaborate I choose you
but I love too the spare, the hit-or-miss,
the mad, I sometimes can’t always tell  
 them apart
As we fall apart, will you let me hear?
That would be good, that would be half- 
 way to bliss
You said will you answer back? I cross  
 my heart
& hope to die but not this year. 

Berryman believes that Poe, to whom 
Baudelaire prayed as an intercessor, may have 
intervened in his own life as well, without 
even any petition on his part. It was Poe, he 
rapturously suspects, who steered him toward 
Baudelaire’s poetry and life, which would 
change Berryman’s own life and become hal-
lowed in his poetry. In the line “At the mys-
terious urging of the body or Poe,” the word 
one expects to be paired with body is of course 
soul, not Poe: in the very name that defies 
one’s expectations one hears the echo of the 
word that one is listening for, so that Poe ef-
fectively becomes Berryman’s soul. Berryman 
assumes the full consequences, magnificent 
but dire, of this spiritual commingling with 
Poe and Baudelaire. As he disintegrates, from 
the madness that he loves, Baudelaire will let 
him hear things, and his part of the bargain is 
to answer back, with poems that he knows he 
shall eventually pay for with his life. 

So while poetry and the sainted fellow-
ship of cursed poets may sustain Berryman 
for a time, they cannot save him. To turn to 
God for help is not uncommonly the desper-
ate soul’s choice, but for Berryman that is 
unthinkable. The world’s pain, not least his 
own, has smothered any inclination he might 
ever have had to love God, or to believe God 
loves him, or to desire God’s company for 
eternity:

…long experience of His works
has not taught me his love.
His love must be a very strange thing  
 indeed,

others, Sylvia Plath points him the way he 
should go—

till stricken Henry with his sisters &  
 brothers
suddenly gone pauses to wonder why he
alone breasts the wronging tide.

Exalted Martyrdom

Berryman lives with and for the 
glorious and cursed. In The Life of 
John Berryman (1982), John Haffen-

den quotes a journal entry from 1944 in 
which Berryman finds Baudelaire’s miseries 
recapitulated in his own life—“in debts & 
oppressive awareness of hopeless obligation, 
in poverty & homelessness, in his father’s 
death, his mother’s failure to understand, 
alienation from his brother, in violent tem-
per & razor sensibility to disgrace, in pas-
sion for privacy, in avoidance of talk of what 
he did, in procrastination alternating with 

He tried to set his
wife’s hair on fire,

threw his infant son 
against the wall, and 

attacked his mother with 
a saber when she refused 

to give him money
for drink.
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considering its products. No, I want  
 rest here,
neither below nor above. 

He did not really want rest here either, 
however. Poetry and craving for reputation 
consumed him, and in an interview with the 
Paris Review in 1970 he insisted how far he 
was willing to go for their sake:

My idea is this: the artist is extremely 
lucky who is presented with the worst 
possible ordeal that will not actually kill 
him. At that point he’s in business…. I 
hope to be nearly crucified.

Evidently he considered himself insufficiently 
cursed at this point. Only the most exalted 
martyrdom would do.

A year later he would annotate these re-
marks, “Delusion.” Forced into alcoholic re-
habilitation by his (third) wife’s latest threat 
to leave him, he found God again, after an 
estrangement of almost 45 years, and re-
turned to the Catholic Church, though he 
also thought about converting to Judaism. 
His “Eleven Addresses to the Lord” in Love 
& Fame (1970) are beautifully simple prayers, 
reminiscent of Verlaine’s Sagesse.

Master of beauty, craftsman of the   
 snowflake,
inimitable contriver,
endower of Earth so gorgeous & differ- 
 ent from the boring Moon,
thank you for such as it is my gift.

…You have come to my rescue again &  
 again
in my impassable, sometimes despair- 
 ing years.
You have allowed my brilliant friends
 to destroy themselves
and I am still here, severely damaged,  
 but functioning.

No longer does he credit Poe and Baude-
laire for his poetic gift and such spiritual 
strength as he possesses. No longer is God 
the implacable foe. Berryman may still la-
ment the losses, but he acknowledges that 
the responsibility for them is not God’s alone, 
that the cursed poets accomplished their own 
destruction, and he gives thanks for his own 
emergence from the wreckage, body and soul.

But he emerged only to wreck himself all 
over again. Alcoholism is an insidious disease, 
and the cure did not take. In Delusions, Etc. 
(1972), he is whipsawed between consolation 

and desolation. He does not know whether 
hope or despair holds the ultimate truth, and 
then suddenly he finds belief where he had 
not expected it. Then again, belief may not 
make serving his time on earth any easier, as 
in “Certainty Before Lunch”: “I know You 
are there. The sweat is, I am here.” And the 
thought that Christ suffered for such as him 
only intensifies his own agony. 

Not even the love of Christ could redeem 
Berryman from his shame and guilt at un-
regenerate failure after failure. The thought 
of his unworthiness before God made dy-
ing preferable to going on. On a January day 
in 1972 he leaped from a Mississippi River 
bridge in Minneapolis to the frozen ground 
one hundred feet below. It is said he waved to 
passersby as he climbed over the railing.

Natural Selection

A plaintive chorus has accused 
American anti-civilization of killing 
the cursed poets. The voice of Saul 

Bellow rises above this crowd in its hard-
grieving and acidulous verve. A close friend 
of both Schwartz and Berryman, he mourns 
them and their fallen comrades in Humboldt’s 
Gift, whose Von Humboldt Fleisher is mod-
eled on Schwartz: 

For after all Humboldt did what poets 
in crass America are supposed to do. 
He chased ruin and death even harder 
than he had chased women. He blew 
his talent and his health and reached 
home, the grave, in a dusty slide. He 
plowed himself under. Okay. So did 
Edgar Allan Poe, picked out of the Bal-
timore gutter. And Hart Crane over 
the side of a ship. And Jarrell falling in 
front of a car. And poor John Berryman 
jumping from a bridge. For some reason 
this awfulness is peculiarly appreciated 
by business and technological America. 
The country is proud of its dead poets. 
It takes terrific satisfaction in the poets’ 
testimony that the USA is too tough, 
too big, too much, too rugged, that 
American reality is overpowering. And 
to be a poet is a school thing, a skirt 
thing, a church thing. The weakness 
of the spiritual powers is proved in the 
childishness, madness, drunkenness, 
and despair of these martyrs.

But in fact American commerce and crass-
ness have little enough to do with the hard 
fate meted out to these poets. The suscepti-

bility to severe mental illness and alcoholism 
has been shown to be hereditary, inscribed in 
one’s genetic constitution: the Human Ge-
nome Project has mapped the guilty chromo-
somes. In Kay Redfield Jamison’s invaluable 
recent book, Robert Lowell: Setting the River on 
Fire (2017)—not a biography, strictly speak-
ing, but a study in “the entanglement of art, 
character, mood, and intellect,” by a professor 
of psychiatry at Johns Hopkins, herself a bi-
polar sufferer, renowned expert in mood dis-
orders, and formidable writer—she contends 
that, as “many clinicians, geneticists, and evo-
lutionary biologists have suggested,” “evolu-
tionary pressure” might work to preserve the 
genes responsible for the harrowing agonies 
of manic-depression (such as florid psychosis 
and vastly increased likelihood of suicide). For 
on “the manic spectrum” there are numerous 
adaptive traits that contribute to humanity’s 
flourishing, including “increased energy and 
confidence,” “greater ambition and curiosity,” 

“more original and diverse cognitive styles.” 
“Increased creativity may be part of this evo-
lutionary advantage conferred to both the 
individuals who have bipolar illness and to 
their relatives, whose subtler manifestations 
of bipolar traits may benefit not only them-
selves and their families but society at large.” 
The cursed poets are unavoidable casualties of 
natural selection—one person’s tragedy is the 
species’ triumph. 

Of course there are more proximate causes 
for psychic suffering than abstract nature red in 
tooth and claw. Genetic predisposition to men-
tal illness or alcoholism customarily colludes 
with environment and accident to skew or to 
incapacitate moral choice and to bring about 
personal disaster. A parent’s abandonment or 
even suicide may trigger a child’s inborn ten-
dency to make his life as hard as he knows how. 
Chronic money anxieties and ill-assorted mar-
riages entwine themselves with constitutions 
susceptible to manic-depression or addiction so 
that it becomes hard to tell which is cause and 
which effect. Hero-worship of men and women 
similarly damaged almost guarantees that one 
will ravage one’s own life in homage: as a partic-
ipant in an esteemed tradition of self-destruc-
tion, the cursed poet conceives and carries out 
his own damnation. The reasons for maudisme 
are hard to pin down and all but impossible to 
search to the bottom, but some things are clear 
enough: it is time we stop blaming the people 
who prefer not to read poetry.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Pub-
lic Policy Center and a contributing editor of the 
New Atlantis.
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The Most Dangerous Enemy They Can Find

Discussed in this essay:

The Twilight Zone,
created by Rod Serling.

CBS Television

Black Mirror,
created by Charlie Brooker.

Netflix

“Maple street, usa. late sum-
mer. A tree-lined little world of 
front-porch gliders, barbecues, 

the laughter of children, and the bell of an 
ice-cream vendor. At the sound of a roar and 
a flash of light, it will be precisely 6:43 p.m.…
the last calm and reflective moment before 
the monsters came.” These opening lines 
from the Season One episode “The Mon-
sters Are Due on Maple Street,” spoken in 
the sandpapery baritone of host Rod Serling, 
capture perfectly the juxtaposition of com-
forting normalcy and discomfiting strange-
ness found in the classic CBS-TV series, The 
Twilight Zone.

Also present is irony, because the tale that 
ensues is not about hideous space aliens in-
vading but about small, unsettling events—
lights switching on and off, cars starting 
and stopping—sowing fear, suspicion, and 
discord among neighbors. Only at the end, 
when Maple Street’s civil tranquility has 
plunged into a full-blown riot, do the aliens 
appear: two calm, rational humanoids, di-
aling up discord on a laptop-sized console. 
One of them says, “Understand the proce-
dure now? Just stop a few of their machines, 
their radios and telephones and lawnmowers, 
throw them into darkness for a few hours, 
and then sit back and watch the pattern.” 
The other asks, “The pattern is always the 
same?” The first replies with the moral of the 
story: “With few variations. They pick the 
most dangerous enemy they can find, and it’s 
themselves.”

When these particular sowers of discord 
sail off in a flying saucer, it is clear they are 
space aliens. But they could have been earth-
lings. In March 1960, when this episode 
premiered, the KGB’s first chief directorate 
was already six years and millions of rubles 

into a disinformation campaign aimed at 
stirring distrust between the United States 
and its allies, and stoking conflict between 
Americans of different races, religions, and 
creeds. Serling was more concerned about 
such things than many in Hollywood. A 

dominated by a gifted writer who works col-
legially but is clearly the auteur. Both rely on 
plot twists of the sort identified by Aristotle 
as peripeteia (reversal) and anagnorisis (recog-
nition). And both will be seen by future histori-
ans as emblematic of a “golden age of television.”

But while The Twilight Zone dealt with 
the anxieties of mid-20th-century America, 
Black Mirror deals with the disruption and 
paranoia associated with 21st-century digi-
tal technology. Many have called it “a Twi-
light Zone for the digital age.” But here, too, 
there is a notable similarity. Like the best 
episodes of The Twilight Zone, the best epi-
sodes of Black Mirror do not just plunk us 
down in a weird dystopian landscape; they 
provide just enough moral guidance to lead 
us through that landscape. Too much moral 
guidance, and we feel condescended to—the 
abiding flaw in many Twilight Zone episodes. 
Too little moral guidance, and we feel aban-
doned—especially in the swamps of early 
21st-century pop culture, where morality is 
scorned, immorality glorified, and amorality 
taken as sophistication.

A prime example of Black Mirror’s sure 
but subtle guidance is “White Bear,” an 
episode from the second season that begins 
with a young woman named Victoria (Leno-
ra Crichlow) waking up alone and distraught 
in a rundown housing complex. Venturing 
outside, she calls to strangers watching from 
the windows, “Hello? Can you help me? Do 
you know who I am? I can’t remember who 
I am!” But rather than help, the strangers 
behave as voyeurs, recording her distress on 
their smartphones. More voyeurs appear as 
Victoria is pursued, rescued, threatened, and 
betrayed by two other people she vaguely rec-
ognizes. Eventually, amid disturbing mental 
flashbacks, she realizes that this whole or-

decorated veteran of World War II, he was 
a liberal democrat in the classic sense, who 
never sympathized with Communism and 
who, given the constraints imposed by the 
network and overly cautious advertisers, ex-
pressed his loathing for totalitarianism as 
fully as he could.

Twilight Zone for the Digital Age

The twilight zone is frequently 
cited as a precursor to Black Mirror, 
one of the cleverest, trendiest series 

currently emanating from the burgeoning be-
hemoth known as Netflix. Created by Charlie 
Brooker, a British writer who specializes in 
parodying the follies and excesses of British 
and American media, Black Mirror resembles 
The Twilight Zone in certain respects. Both 
are “anthology” series, telling a different self-
contained story in each episode. Both are 
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deal has been staged to punish her for the 
kidnapping, torture, and murder of a small 
girl.

As it happens, the actual crimes were com-
mitted by Victoria’s boyfriend, who killed 
himself in prison. But because Victoria will-
ingly recorded the crimes on her smartphone, 
she must now suffer through the same ordeal 
daily, and have her memory of it purged night-
ly, in a surreal hybrid of prison and reality TV 
named “White Bear Justice Park,” after the 
victim’s white teddy bear. As for the voyeurs, 
they are visitors to the park: upright citizens, 
secure in their righteousness and innocence, 
who have paid for the pleasure of witnessing 
and recording the torment of a woman found 
guilty of having witnessed and recorded the 
torment of a child.

Needless to say, neither this nor any other 
episode of Black Mirror ends, as The Twilight 
Zone typically did, with the auteur appearing 
on camera in a debonair suit, holding a ciga-
rette and delivering a short lecture to make 
sure the audience gets the point. That is not 
Brooker’s style. On the contrary, he started 
out as an obscure but savagely funny blogger 
attacking everything crass, trendy, shallow, 
and twee in British media, from the tabloids 
to the BBC. He claims to have quit blogging 
when reality TV became so ridiculous it could 
no longer be ridiculed. But that is not quite 
accurate, because he continued his mockery, 
first as a columnist for the Guardian, and then 
as the host of his own TV program, Charlie 
Brooker’s Screenwipe, on BBC Four. Other 
programs followed, and today Brooker is a 
successful snorkeler in the swamps he once 
sought to drain.

Brave New Entertainment World

Yet only an experienced snorkeler 
could have created a series as brilliant 
as Black Mirror. Consider my favorite 

episode: “15 Million Merits,” a love story 
set in a futuristic society where electricity 
is generated by thousands of young people 
forced to pedal all day, every day, on sta-
tionary bicycles. To distract these wretched 
helots, each bicycle has its own giant screen 
offering an array of entertainment channels, 
each more vulgar and garish than the last. 
Similar screens line the cubicles where the 
helots retire after their shifts, and it soon be-
comes evident that any helot who refuses to 
watch pays a stiff price in the currency of the 
place, counted as “merits.”

The refuser in question is Bing (Daniel 
Kaluuya), a gloomy young fellow who hates 
everything on the giant screens, especially 

the hyperactive softcore porn show called 
WraithBabes. Bing’s mood is lightened when 
he meets Abi (Jessica Brown Findlay), a lovely 
young woman he overhears singing the old 
Irma Thomas tune, “Anyone Who Knows 
What Love Is.” Smitten with unselfish love, 
Bing decides that Abi’s talent is a possible es-
cape route for her, if not for him, and spends 
his 15 million merits to buy her an audition 
with Hot Shot, a talent contest presided over 
by an exceedingly creepy panel of judges. 
When Abi’s pure, soulful performance wins 
applause not only from the audience of on-
screen avatars representing the helots in 
their cubicles, but also from the judges, Bing 
rejoices.

But then he despairs, because in the man-
ner of pop music producers everywhere, the 
judges swiftly turn the sweet honey of Abi’s 
eroticism into the slime of commercialized 
sex. When Abi pops up on Bing’s screen as 
a “WraithBabe” simulating fellatio, Bing’s 
despair turns to rage. He shatters the screen, 
hides the longest, sharpest shard under his 
mattress, and then goes to work racking up 
another 15 million merits to buy his own Hot 
Shot audition. When onstage at last with the 
creepy judges, he pulls out the glass shard and 
threatens to cut his own throat if the judges 
refuse to heed his denunciation of them and 
their whole benighted system for turning peo-
ple into “fake fodder” and reducing “wonder” 
to “nothing.”

Minus the f-bombs, this tirade would not 
be out of place in The Twilight Zone. Indeed, 
Serling would likely appreciate Bing’s denun-
ciation of the debasing effects of crude com-
mercialism. Serling might also relish the twist 
that follows. Instead of ending on a high note 
of righteous anger, “15 Million Merits” con-
tinues with the judges acting creepier than 
ever. “That was without a doubt the most 
heartfelt thing I’ve seen on this stage since 
Hot Shot began!” exclaims one. “You’re right,” 
gushes another, “authenticity is in woefully 
short supply.” And before you can say “Her-
bert Marcuse,” Bing is being offered his own 
show.

Not surprisingly, since his show consists 
of holding that same shard to his throat week 
after week, and delivering the same threats 
and denunciations, Bing’s rage, like Abi’s sex 
appeal, soon becomes tacky and meaningless. 
The judges, and the system, have won. Or have 
they? The final scene shows Bing in a spacious, 
luxurious cubicle whose iMax-sized screens 
display not WraithBabes but a restful pan-
orama of treetops, clouds, and birds; while in 
the background we hear Abi singing “Anyone 
Who Knows What Love Is.”
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No Market for Souls

Has bing sold his soul? or is this 
what he wanted all along? Serling 
would have relished the question, 

because he added a similar twist to the ending 
to “Patterns,” the teleplay—first performed 
live on Kraft Television Theater in 1956 and 
released as a feature film the following year—
that launched his career. In “Patterns,” a man 
of integrity summons the courage to denounce 
the inhumanity of a system (a mighty con-
glomerate) with the power to make or break 
him, only to have his act of courage result in 
an offer to purchase his soul for a higher price 
than it would previously have fetched.

Thanks to “Patterns,” Serling, too, got his 
own show. But according to Joel Engel, the 
author of the well-regarded Rod Serling: The 
Dreams and the Nightmares of Life in the Twi-
light Zone (1989), he never had to sell his soul. 
On the contrary, Engel describes Serling’s

hour-long and ninety-minute origi-
nal scripts [as]…some of the best mo-
ments of television’s so-called “Golden 
Age.” That they’ve withstood the years 
without seeming painfully dated is a 
testament to their author’s insights into 
human nature, which he recognized as 
immutable even as he appealed to the 
better angels of our nature. All of Rod 
Serling’s work—all of it—was built on 
a foundation of morality. There was 
right, there was wrong, and the twilight 
zone between them was the place where 
choices were made.

It is a measure of today’s cultural debase-
ment that it is almost impossible to use this 
kind of language when writing about a TV se-
ries. Did Charlie Brooker sell his soul to make 
Black Mirror? Only the envious would say 
such a thing, and even then, the word “soul” 
would be shrouded in irony. To read some of 
Brooker’s youthful ravings, not all of them 
funny, is to encounter a mind so cynical, even 
nihilistic, that anyone who talks about souls, 
human nature, or morality would be instantly 
shredded by barbed insults and buried under 
heaps of stinking opprobrium.

Unhappily, this side of Brooker emerges in 
“Black Museum,” Black Mirror’s Season Four 
finale, released in December. A young woman 
called Nish (Letitia Wright) stops in the mid-
dle of a desert to recharge her electric car, and 
while waiting wanders into a shabby roadside 
attraction called the Black Museum. There 
she meets the proprietor, a sinister fellow 
named Rolo (Douglas Hodge), who gradually 

reveals to her the horrors of the place, which 
as he explains, is devoted to unusual “crimino-
logical artifacts.”

I watched this episode with a sinking 
heart, for three reasons. First, it is full of 
horror movie clichés, which are boring. Sec-
ond, it is even more full of allusions to other 
Black Mirror episodes, which is even more 
boring. And third, it provides zero moral 
guidance. Of all the exhibits in Rolo’s muse-
um, the cruelest is a computer-generated ava-
tar of a man who was executed in the electric 
chair for a sadistic crime. Like the voyeurs 
in “White Bear,” Nish is invited to experi-
ence the pleasure of pulling the lever herself 
and watching the man writhe in agony. She 
refuses, because the man, who was wrongly 
convicted, is her father. At this point the 
lack of moral guidance becomes glaring, be-
cause rather than express revulsion at Rolo’s 
invitation to sadism, Nish becomes an even 
bigger sadist, rigging the system so that Rolo 
will writhe in agony for eternity.

If Brooker is trying to ramp up the intensi-
ty, there are better ways. One would be to step 
outside his Anglo-centric bubble. Perhaps be-
cause of Serling’s wartime experience, his an-
tennae extended far beyond the borders of the 
United States. As stated in the little lecture 
he delivered after “The Monsters Are Due on 
Maple Street,” Serling understood that “The 
tools of conquest do not necessarily come with 
bombs and explosions and fallout. There are 
weapons that are simply thoughts, attitudes, 
prejudices, to be found only in the minds of 
men.” Brooker understands well enough in his 
own comfort zone. But if he needs some new 
ideas to discomfit his audience, he need only 
read an article or two about the surveillance 
state now controlling the lives of Uyghurs and 
other ethnic minorities in China’s far western 
province of Xinjiang.

In a 2016 panel discussion at the British 
Film Institute, Brooker offered this profane 
but cogent observation: someone who “shit 
in front of a primary school…ten times” may 
become “a cult hero,” but after that “the story 
just repeated…. Once you’ve shat in front of 
one primary school, you’re just doing big-
ger shits in front of bigger schools.” He has 
a point: it is futile to fight cultural outrage 
with cultural outrage. The first three seasons 
of Black Mirror show this wisdom in action. 
But in the fourth, it seems to have gotten lost. 
Black Mirror makes us think long and hard 
about the presumed blessings of disruptive 
technologies from social media to augmented 
reality, hacking to online dating, big data to 
artificial intelligence. But to continue in that 
vein, its creator needs to grow up a little. 
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Charlottesville

Since the events of august 12, 2017, charlottesville, vir-
ginia, has become infamous for something that it is not—a hot-
bed of racial strife. What happened? An “activist” highschooler 

was discomfited by an equestrian statue of Robert E. Lee. City Coun-
cilor Wes Bellamy, an Obama wannabe, ran with this until his project 
of removing the statue elided neatly with the broader racial polariza-
tion that makes Alinskyite hearts go pitter patter. This despite the fact 
that Mr. Bellamy, the Obama wannabe, had been caught in a series 
of racist and misogynistic declarations. No matter, he claimed, he had 
rather quickly become a different person.

Then, from all parts of the country even as far as what used to be 
California, the Nazis and the Klan came to town. In their signature 
event of the decade, they were able to leach from beneath the moron 
rocks only about 500 of themselves, of which perhaps four or five were 
locals. Yet the impression in the selectively inquisitive press was that 
500 Nazis in a relatively small city were proportionally indicative of a 
metastasizing cancer throughout the nation.

There are about 10,000 Japanese restaurants, and perhaps 20,000 
sushi chefs in the U.S. If 10% (i.e 2,000) of them massed in Charlot-
tesville demanding more salmon eggs, would this be indicative of a 
burning issue for America? Unlike sushi chefs, the Nazis, with their 
coyly bent “non-” swastikas, were looking to fight. Hundreds of them 
marched by torchlight on the night of the 11th, chanting “Jews will not 
replace us.” The slogan has a European pedigree, but, honest to Betsy, 
Jews have no desire to replace them. And if by “us” they mean non-Jews, 
they are demographically hallucinatory.

The city’s partially sane authorities and notables urged the popula-
tion to ignore the Nazis and the Klan so as to render them like a tree 
that falls in the forest when no one is around. The less sane—of whom, 
in a university town, there is always a surfeit—pitched confrontation. 
Enter Antifa, the Communist fascisti as invisible to the mainstream 
media as were Stalin’s and Mao’s genocides, Castro’s executions, and, 
with special mention to the New York Times, the Holocaust. They came 
in ranks: shields, helmets, clubs, etc. But unlike the idiots they came to 
fight, some of whom had firearms, Antifa had the best weapon of all—
well-meaning, overprotected Millennials fed upon virtue signaling.

I saw something similar during the 1969 “Harvard Bust,” when the 
SDS occupied and trashed University Hall, manhandled some deans, 
and purposefully recruited lots of liberals to form a barrier between them 
and the assaulting police. In the Marxist version of épater les bourgeois, 
the instigators (some of whom became tenured rashes upon the acade-
my) declared that they wanted to “radicalize the buzhies,” their term for 
the bourgeoisie. Radcliffe girls bore the brunt of the assault, and were 
thrown from landings like chaff, their bones broken by batons. I saw a 
Massachusetts state trooper literally break his nightstick on the skull of a 

boy lying motionless on the ground. But the ringleaders had escaped out 
the back. When I confronted one of them later—you would recognize 
his name—he told me that Mao said the leadership must be preserved.

So, in charlottesville many serious injuries and three 
deaths (two police in a helicopter crash; one peaceful demonstrator 
slain by a white supremacist who drove his car into her and dozens 

of others) came not from the tips of the two spears but from innocents. 
The national press ignored both the role of Antifa in joining battle and 
the city authorities in instigating it. They deliberately misapplied Presi-
dent Trump’s comment that there were good people on both sides, to 
the confrontation rather than to the issue of monument removal. And 
Trump, being Trump, did not manage or bother to correct them.

As innocent as Charlottesville may be of exaggerated charges, being 
part of America it suffers nonetheless what James Madison characterized 
as “[i]mbecility in the government; discord among the provinces; foreign 
influence and indignities; a precarious existence in peace, and peculiar ca-
lamities from war.” The now fashionable abandonment of civility, turning 
like an augur deeper and deeper into the country’s heart, appeared here 
20 years ago when the “conservation chairman” of the Virginia Sierra 
Club wrote, “Officials who support the road should be mercilessly abused, 
shamed, ridiculed, and otherwise made to suffer pain.” Charlottesville’s 
mayor at the time of last year’s confrontation, Mike Signer, was recently 
quoted as referring to “the so-called freedom of speech.”

I first visited Charlottesville during the decade after World War II, 
and I remember it when it was segregated. I have now lived in Albemarle 
County for 21 years, I partake quietly in civic life, and I can tell you that 
only in the eyes of extremists and radicals are this city and this county 
the kind of reverse Potemkin Village opportunists have constructed in 
synchrony with ideologues who would tear apart the American fabric for 
the purpose of recasting a nation they cannot abide.

Refusing to let a crisis go to waste, dim-witted and ceaselessly re-
petitive town-and-gown social justice warriors have used August 12th 
to further their agenda, with the excuse that Charlottesville needs a 
version of de-Nazification in terms of income inequality and race. We 
claim Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe, who, one must interject defen-
sively, would long have ceased to be slaveholders. Despite their differing 
temperaments and political leanings, they would probably think that 
Charlottesville’s city government fits Madison’s characterization as im-
becilic. Among other things, in a struggle between Nazis and Antifa, 
it took sides rather than reject both in favor of the good people here 
who are the overwhelming majority, who regardless of race or any other 
distinction get along as tranquilly, positively, and respectfully as in the 
real America—the America to which radicals of all stripes are tragi-
cally blinded by their impulse to destruction.
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imbued the world in times past—show-
ing that we cannot live meaningful lives 
without this Christian understanding 
of things.Howard explains in clear and 
beautiful prose the way materialism robs 
us of beauty, depth, and truth. With la-
ser precision and lyrical ponderings he 
takes us through the dismal reduction-
ist view of the world to the shimmering 
significance of the world as sign and 
sacrament. � is is an inspiring apology 
for Christianity, and a stirring critique 
of secularism.  
COD2P . . .  Sewn So� cover, $15.95

✦ AFTER THE NATURAL LAW
John Lawrence Hill

This work traces the natural law 
tradition from Plato and Aristotle 

to Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth 
century. It describes how modern phi-
losophers such as Descartes and Locke 
began to chip away at this foundation. 
This tradition holds that the world 
is ordered, intelligible and good, that 
there are objective moral truths which 
we can know and that human beings can 
achieve true happiness only by follow-
ing our inborn nature, which draws 
us toward our own perfection. � is 
work argues that natural law is a neces-
sary foundation for our most important 
moral and political values—freedom, 
human rights,  equality, responsibility 
and human dignity, among others. 
Without a theory of natural law, these 
values lose their coherence — we liter-
ally cannot make sense of them given 
the assumptions of modern philosophy.
ANLP . . .  Sewn So� cover, $22.95 “� is thoughtful introduction to the integration 

of Christian faith with human reason is illuminat-
ing without being dogmatic, exploratory without 
being indecisive, simple without being simplistic.”
   — Michael Augros, Ph.D.,
Author, Who Designed the Designer?

“A powerful, wide-ranging response to the view 
that faith and reason are mere opposites—and not 
both vital powers of a well-formed heart, mind, 
and soul.”
   — Robert Royal, President, Faith & Reason 
Institute; Author, A Deeper Vision

“Simply among the very best books of the latter half 
of the 20th century.” 
   — Eric Metaxas, NY Times Best-Selling, Author, 
Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy

“If I could have everyone read just ten books, this 
would be one of them!” 
   — Peter Kree� , Ph.D., Boston College; 
Author, I Burned for Your Peace

“A stimulating and erudite book.”
   — J. Budziszewski, Ph.D., 
Author, What We Can’t Not Know

P.O. Box 1339, Ft. Collins, CO 80522 (800) 651-1531

www.ignatius.com

THE COMPLETE 
CHRISTIAN VIEW OF
HUMAN EXISTENCE




