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Six years ago, in his state of the state speech, then-
Governor Jerry Brown departed from his text to encourage 
the California legislature to build his pet project, a high-speed 

rail system from San Francisco to Los Angeles. Ignore the naysayers 
and skeptics who say it costs too much and is too great a challenge, he 
said, likening the project to the children’s classic, The Little Engine that 
Could. “I think I can, I think I can, I think I can!” he exclaimed. “And 
over the mountain, the little engine went!”

That was perhaps an unfortunate allusion. This little engine is not 
going over the mountains, at least not anytime soon, as Brown’s suc-
cessor, Governor Gavin Newsom, announced in February in his first 
State of the State Address. “[L]et’s be real,” he declared. “The current 
project, as planned, would cost too much and…take too long. There 
has been too little oversight and not enough transparency.”

Thus the rail line will not cross the Tehachapi Mountains into Los 
Angeles—a difficult, treacherous, and extremely expensive operation—
but will be confined to offering (when finished, many years from now) 
high-speed service between Merced and Bakersfield up and down the 
flat Central Valley. 

Merced and Bakersfield? Even Newsom found it hard to justify that. 
“Merced, Fresno, Bakersfield, and communities in between are more 
dynamic than many realize,” he said lamely. “But let’s just get some-
thing done.” If you add together the populations of those three cities 
you get about a million people, in a state whose total population is just 
shy of 40 million. The limited rail service will cost about $15 billion, 
estimated the Los Angeles Times. 

Even Anthony Rendon, the Assembly Speaker who presides over 
its Democratic supermajority, found the proposal puzzling. He put it 
delicately: “The extent to which it does not link two of the three largest 
urban areas in the state seems problematic.” A Republican senator, Jim 
Nielsen, who grew up in the Central Valley, called the plan “almost hu-
morous.” “We’re going to put more billions into a train in a place where 
there is no ridership and no freight will be hauled.” 

Governor Newsom began his speech by declaring, “We face hard de-
cisions that are coming due,” and claiming credit for “[t]he tough calls 
we must make.” He went out of his way to lambaste President Trump 
for his alleged “xenophobia and…nativism,” and to order the return of 
some 360 California National Guard members who had been stationed 

at the border by Brown at Trump’s request. But when it came to the train, 
there were no hard decisions or tough calls in sight. 

He didn’t scrap the rest of the proposed system beyond 
the Central Valley; he simply postponed further construc-
tion of it, while ordering continued work on the environmen-

tal impact documents for the whole San Francisco to L.A. line. He 
promised to continue to seek more federal funding and private invest-
ment, but pointedly did not pledge any additional state funds. So the 
program will go on until the money runs out, or until a Democratic 
president reopens the spigots. “Abandoning high speed rail entirely,” 
Newsom argued, “means we will have wasted billions and billions of 
dollars with nothing but broken promises…to show for it.” His deci-
sion will mean California and the feds will waste many more billions of 
dollars with nothing but broken promises and a short, pointless stretch 
of track to show for it.

But there is a point, a political point, to Newsom’s decision. As he 
admitted, “I have no interest in sending back $3.5 billion of federal 
funding that was allocated to this project to President Donald Trump.” 
Why, that would be enough, with what Congress has already appropri-
ated, to build a wall on the southern border….

California’s high-speed railroad manqué is a metaphor for progres-
sive politics today. Increasingly, Democrats are drawn to grand, vision-
ary, hopelessly expensive, but ultimately unworkable “solutions” to 
public problems. The Green New Deal, Medicare for All, free college, 
universal pre-school—the list goes on, culminating in that cure for all 
ailments public and private, socialism.

What’s odd or interesting about this state of affairs is how many Dem-
ocrats see through these purported cure-alls. Even as Newsom sees the 
futility of high-speed rail in California, so intelligent Democrats realize 
that Americans will not abolish airplane travel or automobiles; that you 
can’t guarantee national health care for all and expect it to be cheaper 
than, or as good as, the prevailing system; that socialism takes too many 
evenings and turns rich, free countries into poor, unfree ones.

Many progressives know this already, and nevertheless are irresist-
ibly drawn to these illusions. “I think I can,” said the little engine. “Yes, 
we can,” said Barack Obama. “Electrified trains are part of the future,” 
Jerry Brown told his listeners in 2013. Don’t count on it. 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2018/19
Page 6

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

C O R R E S P O N D E N C E
or oligarchic. Aristotle’s political 
science could help rebalance our 
republic around a middle class 
that has recovered moral and po-
litical authority, especially in its 
own eyes. 

Masugi sets forth a string of 
objections that dwell on Amer-
ica’s distinctiveness: its work 
ethic, doctrine of rights (espe-
cially property rights), and the 
influence of the Bible. But Rubin 
sees the similarity, too, noting 
our framers’ “improved science” 
of politics. The Americans she 
quotes insist that civic education 
attend to rights, to the economic 
virtues of industry and frugality, 
and to the Bible. But these same 
writers commend simpler mores 
and balancing the power of a 
middle class—with John Adams, 
for one, expressly praising Aris-
totle’s account.  

Nor are moderate and mid-
dling ways themselves as for-
eign to the patriotic “We’re 
#1!” American pride, as Masugi 
claims. Aristotle himself insists 
that a middle-class republic is 
the best regime—with room 
enough for patriotic heroes and 
decent go-getters—and its citi-
zens should pride themselves on 
being the best. Rubin’s defense 
of free politics and clarification 
of its superiority to aristocracy 
is a high point of the book. It is 
a far cry from the corrosive lib-
ertarianism, doctrines of salu-
tary transgressiveness, and anti-
bourgeois egalitarianism all too 
fashionable and often dictated to 
the poorly educated and resent-
ful by the expensively educated 
and contemptuous. Aristotle’s 
case for middle-class power and 
morals can help steady a theo-
retically fevered and otherwise 
divided republic.

Misled, perhaps, by the acad-
emy’s excesses, Masugi goes so 
far as to suggest that institu-
tional civic education may not 
be necessary at all. But then he 
should welcome Rubin’s richly 

informed turn to Aristotle, who 
holds that moderate politics 
comes chiefly from middle-class 
lives—that is, from those with 
property enough to live decently, 
unlike an envious and expropri-
ating poor, but not enough to be 
at leisure without work, unlike 
an arrogant and overreaching 
rich. But we also need citizens 
sufficiently enlightened about 
free government to resist the at-
tractions of modern-day soph-
ists, an education that Rubin’s 
timely and deeply considered 
book could help restore.

Robert Faulkner
Boston College

Chestnut Hill, MA

Ken Masugi replies:

My thanks to Robert Faulkner 
for his letter. It is humbling to be 
instructed by such an esteemed 
scholar and teacher. Yet, differ-
ences remain. 

“Frequent recurrence to fun-
damental principles,” as the Vir-
ginia Declaration of Rights puts 
it—and the spiritedness they 
invoke—is the key to reviving 
republican government today. 
Institutional solutions need to 
be reassessed in light of those 
principles, those of the Declara-
tion of Independence. In seeking 
the common good, the republic 
Leslie Rubin described seemed 
to slight this virtue, so she tried 
to supply it from outside the 
people, from elite institutions. It 
doesn’t work that way—neither 
the Harvard divines of the 17th 
and 18th centuries nor the idols 
of the 21st are the most fitting 
teachers of a free people.  

I know I am not the only read-
er to be put off by Rubin’s use of 

“middling” and “mediocrity” in 
her praise of the middle class. 
Her institutions of republican 
virtue might appear to be aristo-
cratic but in practice they are oli-
garchic, or, as we say today, elitist 

or anti-republican. But perhaps I 
overreact.

Politics is about the whole 
regime, not just parts combined, 
however cleverly. (When Repub-
licans complain about “class war-
fare,” they misconstrue the real 
issue—they aren’t defending a 
class, after all). 

Faulkner addresses some 
necessary, but not the sufficient, 
conditions of republicanism. His 
recommended modesty of eco-
nomic desires can be caricatured 
into Nancy Pelosi’s advice to 
enjoy unemployment for all the 
life opportunities it brings. Such 
imposed “moderation” by the ad-
ministrative state and bad trade 
policies is what striving Ameri-
cans elected President Trump to 
reject.

The more philosophic issue is 
that, while Aristotle’s politeia or 
republic is about a middle class, 
it is even more about civic friend-
ship or patriotism, a love by all 
for the polity’s just and noble el-
ements. (Recall that Aristotle’s 
Ethics has “timocracy”—rule of 
honor, that is, inequalities—in 
place of republican polity in its 
study of regimes.) The republic 
is about the whole regime, about 
citizen-soldiers and fellow work-
ers united together for the com-
mon good. It is not fundamen-
tally about one class or part (pace 
John Adams), nor is it simply 
moderation of property in the 
largest class. In this way, Trump 
is a better Aristotelian than, say, 
Paul Ryan.

In the review I explicitly ref-
erenced Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
civic associations. Even parts 
of academia do more good than 
harm. But the institutions of 
the founding era, including the 
greatest itself, the Constitution, 
need to be revived.

Finally, if anyone needs to 
be cut down to size, it is those 

“arrogant and overreaching…
modern day sophists” (to quote 
Faulkner’s letter), who impose 

Aristotle and
America

A reader of Ken Masugi’s re-
view will miss, I fear, the origi-
nality and importance of Leslie 
Rubin’s America, Aristotle, and 
the Politics of a Middle Class 
(“Can Aristotle Make America 
Great Again?” Fall 2018). 

Yes, Masugi at the start 
and finish acknowledges the 
book’s “estimable revival of re-
publicanism” and its contribu-
tion to scholarship on “politi-
cal friendship.” He agrees, too, 
that “America’s practice [at the 
founding] closely resembled 
Aristotle’s theory.” But the re-
view never brings out the book’s 
two remarkable achievements: a 
masterly analysis of Aristotle’s 
thoughts on middle-class poli-
tics and morals (Part 1), and a 
demonstration that America’s 
founders would foster something 
similar in order to moderate the 
excesses of rich and poor (Part 
2). Rubin instructs about Aris-
totle and America, both. What 
unifies her book is her warm 
liking for America, especially 
decent and moderate Ameri-
cans, and her fear of “polariza-
tion”—divisions that can lead to 

“despotism,” whether demagogic 
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political correctness and are the 
masters of the administrative 
state. The latter-day sophists 
may well be middle class or bet-
ter, economically, and they may 
even recommend severe modera-
tion—albeit mostly for others 
(telling them to carpool or take 
the bus). But they embody the 
hubris and oligarchy of false-
hoods that is destroying repub-
lican government. 

I’ll add that I last saw Leslie 
Rubin in December 2016 when 
she gave a spirited talk about Ar-
istotle and the elections. “This is 
a teacher!” I thought. She still is.

Jaffa’s
Vitality

In his typically perceptive way, 
Charles Kesler pays deserved 
honor to Harry V. Jaffa on the 
centennial of his birth (“Harry 
V. Jaffa at 100,” Fall 2018).

Kesler describes Jaffa as a me-
dieval, and notes that his first 
book was Thomism and Aristote-
lianism, though Jaffa later came 
to modify his original interpre-
tation of Thomas Aquinas. At 
first, Kesler explains, he had “un-
derstood Aquinas to be trying to 
make Aristotle safe for Christi-
anity. Now, he realized, Thomas 
had been trying to make Chris-
tianity safe for, i.e., compatible 
with, Aristotle.”

It is interesting to compare this 
with Jaffa’s more famous reconsid-
eration, regarding Abraham Lin-
coln and the American Founders. 

“[I]n 1959 I regarded the founders 
as condemning slavery from the 
perspective of a prudent form 
of modern natural rights,” Jaffa 
wrote in an essay near the end of 
his life. “Now I believe that the 
prudent form of classical Aristo-
telianism was already present in 
the founding.” The preeminent 
political virtue, he explained, can-
not be divided between ancient 
and modern versions. “[P]rudence 
is singular,” because “natural right 
and practical wisdom are virtu-
ally synonymous.” One might say 
that Jaffa moved from making 
the founding safe for America 
(i.e., transforming an inadequate 
beginning into something new 
through Lincoln) to making 
America safe for the founding (i.e., 
reviving contemporary America’s 
commitment to its classically pru-
dential—and therefore fully ad-
equate—origins).

These examples are emblem-
atic of Jaffa’s devotion to finding 
the harmonies—the “underlying 
unities” as he described them—
within those things his teacher 
Leo Strauss had contrasted: rea-
son and revelation, ancients and 
moderns, theory and practice. 
Of course, a complete philosoph-
ic education would make use of 
the insights derived from both 
separating and combining. 

The great medieval thinkers—
including not just Aquinas, but 
also Alfarabi and Maimonides—
were not exactly ancient, nor 
were they exactly modern. In 
calling Jaffa a medieval defender 
of the Declaration’s classically 
modern faith, Kesler highlights 

Jaffa’s project of bridging the 
gaps, and exploring the tectonic 
foundations that make natural 
right and practical wisdom vir-
tually synonymous. 

The dynamic heart of West-
ern civilization found in the ten-
sions—and harmonies—between 
Athens and Jerusalem was also 
the secret to Jaffa’s own vitality. 

Glenn Ellmers
Washington, D.C.

J. Eric Wise
Old Greenwich, CT

Racism
at Home

and Abroad

My thanks to William Voege-
li for his brilliant essay on the 
new racism (“Racism, Revised,” 
Fall 2018). I would like to of-
fer a further perspective. I am 
a WASPish Canadian who has 
lived in South America and trav-
eled in many countries. I have 
encountered a lot of nice people, 
and some who disliked me (ex-
plicitly) because of my skin color. 
In the Left’s new paradigm that 
Mr. Voegeli describes such an 
attitude may be other than rac-
ist because, in North America, 
non-Hispanic whites have power. 
What about in Venezuela, or 
Tanzania, or China? Am I in-
herently racist, because of my 
skin color, when I am home in 
Vancouver, but non-racist on an 

alternating basis depending on 
which cultural and political lead-
ers have power as I move from 
place to place? Does the new 
radical framework for analysis 
go no further than the Harvard 
diversity officer’s line of sight, or 
are the Left’s deep thinkers ig-
noring the experience of a major-
ity of the world’s citizens? 

Gordon Johnson
Vancouver, Canada

Telling the
Truth about
Communism

Waller R. Newell’s review 
of Lenin: The Man, the Dictator, 
and the Master of Terror by Vic-
tor Sebestyen reminds us of the 
truth about Lenin’s murderous 
reign over the nascent Soviet 
Union (“Lust for Destruction,” 
Fall 2018). Progressives and 
Marxists—but I repeat myself—
have sold the false notion that 
Communist rule under Lenin, 
precluding Stalin’s access to pow-
er, would have produced a gentle, 
thoughtful government. They 
maintain that Communism has 
yet to be tried, ignoring all those 
dictators who followed Lenin and 
their predictable failures. A sub-
scription to the Claremont Review 
of Books is of great assistance; 
your articles never become stale.

Frederick G. Huggins
Louisville, KY
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Conservatism After Trump

Essay by William Voegeli

Claremont review of books
Volume XIX, Number 1 , Winter 2018/19

Less than seven months after pres-
ident Trump’s inauguration, conserva-
tive pundit William Kristol called for 

“liberating…conservatism from Trumpism”—
a battle cry that treats conservatism and 
Trumpism as separate entities, impossible to 
reconcile or synthesize. To ask whether that 
premise is sound raises a question that is diffi-
cult, interesting and, above all, important. For 
many years to come, conservatism’s fortunes 
and meaning will turn on how conservatives 
interpret Donald Trump’s political career. 

The first step, however, is to reflect on the 
meaning of their cause prior to, and apart 
from, Trump. Two hundred years ago, fol-
lowing the chaos unleashed by the French 
Revolution, people began to describe the 
fundamental political antagonism as “liber-
alism” versus “conservatism.” There has been 
conflict and confusion over the two terms’ 
meaning ever since. There is an asymmetry, 
however: only “liberalism” has a clear refer-
ent. Liberals promote liberty, even as they 
disagree among themselves and with their 
opponents about what it encompasses and 
requires. 

To declare oneself a conservative, on the 
other hand, is to employ a verb without pro-
viding its direct object. What, exactly, does 
conservatism exist to conserve? And whatever 
those objects of its solicitude might be, why 

must they be conserved, rather than being 
able to fend for themselves? 

Precarious

The one constant for conservatives, 
clearly implied by the designation they 
have chosen, is an acute sense of precar-

iousness. In How to Be a Conservative (2014), 
the English philosopher Roger Scruton says 
that conservatism originates in “the sentiment 
that good things are easily destroyed, but not 
easily created.”

This is especially true of the good 
things that come to us as collective as-
sets: peace, freedom, law, civility, pub-
lic spirit, the security of property and 
family life, in all of which we depend 
on the cooperation of others while hav-
ing no means singlehandedly to obtain 
it. In respect of such things, the work 
of destruction is quick, easy and exhil-
arating; the work of creation slow, la-
borious and dull. That is one of the les-
sons of the twentieth century. It is also 
one reason why conservatives suffer 
such a disadvantage when it comes to 
public opinion. Their position is true 
but boring, that of their opponents ex-
citing but false.

Conservative policy agendas and philo-
sophical explications, Scruton maintains, all 
derive from a disposition. For conservatives, 

“We’ve never done things that way before” is 
not a decisive objection, but one that does 
carry considerable weight. They worry that 
the more sustained and substantial are the 
benefits enjoyed under long-standing arrange-
ments, the more we take them for granted. In 
doing so, we stop comparing our condition 
favorably with known, existing alternatives, 
and begin comparing it unfavorably with hy-
pothetical possibilities. On the political sup-
ply side, public officials compete to be vision-
ary and idealistic, to promise those transfor-
mations that will be the most fundamental. 
Those citizens increasingly disposed to believe 
that their glass is half-empty welcome or even 
demand such boldness.

Scruton’s “good things” is, of course, a ca-
pacious term, rendered only somewhat more 
definite by the idea of collective assets depen-
dent on others’ cooperation. One result of this 
indeterminacy is that conservatives never lack 
for reasons to argue over which good things 
are most valuable, thereby meriting conserva-
tion, and most vulnerable, thereby requiring 
it. A second implication is that conservatism 
is more explicable in prudential than in essen-
tialist terms. The dangers posed in a particular 
time and place to those things conservatives 
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protect mean that conservatism will be what 
the circumstances demand that it must be.

A third implication follows from the first 
two: the fact that conservatism lacks a clear, 
fixed meaning helps its adversaries explain 
conservatives’ words and deeds in the most 
sinister terms. Always and everywhere, con-
servatism is driven by “animus against the 
agency of the subordinate classes,” according 
to political scientist Corey Robin’s The Re-
actionary Mind: Conservatism from Edmund 
Burke to Donald Trump (2017). Seeking a ra-
tionale for why the poor, women, or ethnic and 
religious minorities “should not be allowed to 
exercise their independent will,” conservatism 
amounts to nothing more than “a meditation 
on—and theoretical rendition of—the felt ex-
perience of having power, seeing it threatened, 
and trying to win it back.” Robin regards “the 
right as a unity,” going so far as to insist that 
the differences among Edmund Burke, John 
Calhoun, Winston Churchill, Phyllis Schlafly, 
and Donald Trump are trivial. The only con-
sideration that really matters, and defines 
them all as conservatives, is the shared desire 
to thwart those seeking their place in the sun. 

Saving Liberalism from Itself

This sweeping amalgamation as-
cribes to all subsequent conservative 
politics the earliest conservatives’ cat-

egorical rejection of liberalism, expressed most 
forcefully by Joseph de Maistre, implacable op-
ponent of the French Revolution. Such “throne-
and-altar” conservatives repudiated modernity 
in toto: the separation of church and state; 
accountable, representative government; in-
dividuals’ rights to make up their own minds 
and follow their own paths. Applying the pref-
erence for the familiar over the novel in the 
broadest way, these conservatives interpreted 
the fact that liberal democracy had never even 
been attempted prior to the 18th century as a 
warning to be heeded rather than a challenge 
to be met.

Defenders of monarchic and papal suprem-
acy had been on the defensive for a century 
prior to the storming of the Bastille, however, 
and neither the Reign of Terror nor the Na-
poleonic wars allowed them to regain the up-
per hand. As a practical matter, two centuries 
of savage warfare between and among Catho-
lics and Protestants had exhausted Europe, 
leaving it newly receptive to addressing politi-
cal disputes without having to settle religious 
ones. The ideas that governmental authority 
was conferred by the people, not the mandate 
of Heaven, and that people of different faiths 
could live in civic union but creedal diversity, 
offered a way out of this dilemma.

in the broad ideas of popular sovereignty, the 
liberty of the individual, and constitutional 
rights.” Rather than save the ancien régime 
from liberalism, the conservative mission be-
came to save liberalism from itself. That is, 
instead of worrying exclusively about liberal-
ism’s enemies, liberals should—although they 
mostly don’t—also worry about liberalism’s 
self-destructive proclivities to undermine the 
foundations on which democracy, liberty, and 
constitutionalism rest.

Consider John Stuart Mill, the foremost 
19th-century liberal theoretician. It’s signifi-
cant that Mill believed liberal democracy was 
the only completely defensible form of socio-
political organization, but also that it was not 
self-generating. “Liberty, as a principle, has no 
application to any state of things anterior to 
the time when mankind have become capable 
of being improved by free and equal discus-
sion,” he wrote in On Liberty. Accordingly, he 
considered benevolent despotism the least 
bad way to govern and civilize “barbarians.” 
Yet Mill also believed that liberalism, once 
established, would be self-sustaining: “But as 
soon as mankind have attained the capacity 
of being guided to their own improvement by 
conviction or persuasion…, compulsion…is 
no longer admissible as a means to their own 
good, and justifiable only for the security of 
others” (emphases added). 

The conservative is far less sanguine about 
progress being irreversible. Instead, he consid-
ers civilization to be something “laboriously 
achieved” but only “precariously defended,” as 
novelist Evelyn Waugh wrote in 1964. (Twen-
ty-five years earlier Waugh had warned that 
barbarism “is never finally defeated,” which 
means that civilization “is under constant 
assault,” requiring “most of the energies of 
civilized man to keep going at all.”) The re-
sult of these ineradicable dangers, and liberal-
ism’s blithe complacency about them, is that 
the conservative considers liberals “gullible 
and feeble,” in Waugh’s account, “believing 
in the easy perfectibility of man and ready to 
abandon the work of centuries for sentimen-
tal qualms.” Georges Clemenceau said that 
war is too important to be left to the generals; 
conservatives think liberty too important to 
be entrusted to liberals.

After the Cold War

The disarray about the meaning 
and boundaries of conservatism did not, 
then, commence with Donald Trump’s 

famous escalator ride in June 2015. Rather, 
that event followed two decades of far-ranging 
but fruitless efforts to reorient conservatism. 
The Soviet Union dissolved in 1991, five years 
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More basically, the advent and spread 
of Christianity had caused a “fundamental 
transformation in the human condition,” ac-
cording to Harry V. Jaffa, from “a world in 
which each city had its own god—to one in 
which there was but one God for the human 
race.” It took more than 17 centuries, but the 
radical innovation of severing temporal from 
ecclesiastical authority finally reshaped both 

politics and religion. If legitimacy could not 
come from God above, it could only derive 
from the people below.

In the ensuing recalibration of conserva-
tism, “the dispute between liberals and con-
servatives would emerge in its modern form,” 
according to Roger Scruton’s latest book, 
Conservatism: An Invitation to the Great Tradi-
tion. Thereafter, the debates took place “with-
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before a Democratic president declared that 
the era of Big Government was over and signed 
a bill abolishing the Aid to Families with De-
pendent Children program. Conservatives 
took pride in these Reaganite victories for lim-
ited against unlimited government, but also felt 
that liberal democracy remained in jeopardy.

Writing in 1993, Irving Kristol forcefully 
conveyed the sense of continuing and even 
heightened danger: “There is no ‘after the 
Cold War’ for me. So far from having ended, 
my cold war has increased in intensity, as 
sector after sector of American life has been 
ruthlessly corrupted by the liberal ethos.” Less 
clear, however, was the nature of the peril and 
the way to defeat it. The liberal ethos, Kristol 
wrote, “aims simultaneously at political and 
social collectivism on the one hand, and moral 
anarchy on the other.”

Twenty-two years later, very little flesh had 
been put on these bones, though not for lack 
of trying. The roster of reformulated conser-
vative mission statements include: Newt Gin-
grich’s “Contract with America”; “national 
greatness” conservatism; George W. Bush’s 

“ownership society” and “compassionate con-
servatism”; a “war on terrorism” conceived to 
require establishing stable democracies in the 
Middle East; Paul Ryan’s “roadmaps” to make 
entitlement programs solvent; the Tea Party 
movement; and “reform conservatism.” Many 
of these efforts offered valuable insights, but 
all turned out to be either too unclear, too 
unpopular, or both, to frame a 21st-century 
conservatism that would be intellectually and 
politically formidable.

Trump, Considered

The intra-conservative debate over 
Trumpism is not only bound up with 
those over conservatism, but also with 

the debate about Trump himself. Even The 
Case for Trump, by historian and Hoover Insti-
tution scholar Victor Davis Hanson, calls the 
president “mercurial” on its first page, a judg-
ment repeated several times. Elsewhere in the 
book, Hanson says that Trump can be “vulgar, 
uncouth, [and] divisive,” and that many of his 
Twitter broadsides have been counterproduc-
tive. For the sake of “evening scores with non-
entities,” he laments, the president ends up 

“furthering a media narrative that he was iso-
lated, petulant, puerile, and erratic.” In an Oc-
tober 2016 National Review article, also titled 

“The Case for Trump,” Hanson wrote that he 
preferred all 16 of the other Republican can-
didates to Trump at the outset of the nomi-
nating contest, but ultimately concluded that 
Trump had shown himself likely to be Hillary 
Clinton’s toughest general-election opponent.

Unlike Hanson, who has never met the 
president, Conrad Black knows him well. A 
businessman as well as an author, Black re-
counts tough but fair, forthright, and mutu-
ally beneficial business dealings with Trump 
before he entered politics. (Chicago’s Trump 
International Hotel and Tower was erected on 
a site owned by the Chicago Sun-Times when 
Black was its publisher.) Yet even in a book so 
supportive as Donald J. Trump: A President 
Like No Other, Black at one point describes 
Trump the businessman as “a tight-fisted, devi-
ous employer, a very tenacious litigant, and an 
efficient and imaginative developer.” As a poli-
tician, Trump has proven to be “unpredictable 
and somewhat erratic,” a leader whose “stri-
dency and ill-tempered outbursts are not what 
Americans expect of their presidents.”

These measured evaluations of Trump are, 
of course, quite unlike the ones made by his 
conservative detractors. In How the Right Lost 
Its Mind, author and former radio talk-show 
host Charles J. Sykes derides Trump as “a seri-
al liar, a con man who mocks the disabled and 
women…a narcissist and a bully, a man with 
no fixed principles who has the vocabulary of 
an emotionally insecure nine-year-old.” Max 
Boot, Washington Post columnist and advisor 
to Republican Senator Marco Rubio’s 2016 
presidential campaign, uses some of the same 
terms in The Corrosion of Conservatism: Why I 
Left the Right, castigating Trump as a “bigoted 
bully” with “few fixed convictions outside of 
narcissism and nativism, racism and sexism.” 
Atlantic columnist David Frum’s Trumpocracy 
calls Trump “cruel, vengeful, egoistic, igno-
rant, lazy, avaricious, and treacherous.”

Hanson’s observation that Trump’s crit-
ics “despise rather than just oppose him” is 
especially true of his conservative detractors. 
After all, left-of-center politicians and writers 
have a cry-wolf problem when anathematiz-
ing Trump, since so many of them also de-
spised rather than simply opposed Richard 
Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Newt Gingrich, and 
George W. Bush. The conservatives who de-
test Trump cannot be discounted so easily. 
The intensity of their loathing takes the form 
of using Trump’s odiousness to make a prima 
facie case against allowing conservatism to be 
defined and defiled by him. A movement as-
sociated with, much less led by, such a man is 
one the “Never Trump” conservatives reject as 
bankrupt, intellectually and morally. 

Never Trumpism

Where that repudiation leaves 
the Never Trumpers with respect 
to conservatism is a harder ques-

tion. One can imagine some of them reenlist-

ing as conservatives after the Trump presiden-
tial library and museum has opened at Mar-
a-Lago. Both Sykes and Frum conclude their 
books by sketching the qualities needed for a 
post-Trump conservatism, one that “can not 
only win elections but also govern responsibly,” 
in Frum’s words. Their diagnoses are similar: 
they agree that conservatism’s problems pre-
dated Trump, and both are particularly criti-
cal of Fox News and conservative talk-radio 
for, as they see it, affording their audiences a 
parallel universe tenuously connected to the 
one other Americans inhabit. 

Notably, when he still thought Hillary 
Clinton was going to win the 2016 general 
election, Frum’s Atlantic articles called for 
conservatives to incorporate a good deal of 
Trump’s message, while continuing to treat 
him as a very bad messenger. For all his “many 
faults and flaws,” Frum wrote four weeks 
before Election Day, Trump “saw things that 
were true and important,” things most Re-
publicans did not see or refused to acknowl-
edge. These included: the need to get serious 
about controlling immigration; to stand up 
for the “deplorables” denounced as bigots 
by the politically correct; and to realize that 
many more Republican voters are employees 
than entrepreneurs. As such, these citizens’ 
sense of vulnerability and fairness dictates 
accepting that “the social-insurance state has 
arrived to stay.”

Frum even had a good explanation for why 
Trump’s supporters found his obnoxious-
ness inspiring, not embarrassing. To voters 
constantly aware of being disrespected, like 
the Irish in James Curley’s Boston, Italians 
in Frank Rizzo’s Philadelphia, or blacks in 
Marion Barry’s Washington, D.C., it’s at the 
very least satisfying to elect a leader who an-
tagonizes your antagonists. Told again and 
again about their imminent, inevitable demo-
graphic decline, Trump’s voters decided “to 
start acting like a minority,” in Frum’s words. 

“We’re going to vote like a bloc, and we’re go-
ing to vote for our bloc’s champion. So long as 
he keeps faith with us against you, we’ll keep 
faith with him against you.”

Max Boot, on the other hand, does not 
appear to have any kind of conservative fu-
ture, since he has come to be ashamed of his 
conservative past. What’s wrong with Don-
ald Trump, Boot believes, is not that he be-
trayed conservatism but that he embodied it. 
Boot, in other words, now shares the opinion 
of leftists like Corey Robin that Trump’s rot-
tenness is of one piece with conservatism’s. 

“Upon closer examination,” he writes, “it’s 
obvious that the whole history of modern 
conservatism is permeated with racism, ex-
tremism, conspiracy-mongering, ignorance, 
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isolationism, and know-nothingism.” Con-
servatism lost its way at the very beginning 
of the journey, in the 1950s, when it should 
have embraced Dwight Eisenhower’s “Mod-
ern Republicanism” rather than scorn it as 
capitulation to the New Deal and the anti-
Soviet containment policy.

The Trump Treatment

Conrad black’s case for trump and 
Trumpism is virtually identical to 
the case Trump made for himself as 

a candidate, not only substantively but ex-
pressed with the same direct, emphatic style: 
America had been governed so badly, for so 
many years prior to 2016, that it was far less 
reckless to choose a completely different kind 
of president than it was to pick yet another 
member of the same discredited governing 
class, whether a Republican like Jeb Bush or a 
Democrat like Hillary Clinton. Once in office, 
Trump began “slowly winning his tumultu-
ous crusade against political correctness and 
systematic defeatism in foreign and domestic 
policy,” according to Black. Above all, Trump 
has “promoted Americanism over the atomi-
zation of identity politics” while pursuing the 
county’s national interest without “evangeli-
cal or Wilsonian notions of purifying other 
countries.”

Victor Davis Hanson’s argument has more 
facets. Indeed, The Case for Trump presents 
what would be more accurately described as a 
case for Trump. When Hanson asks whether 
Trump is better understood as “a clumsy buf-
foon who said the first thing that came into 
his one-dimensional mind” or “a multidimen-
sional strategic thinker who liked to bait and 
goad elites, as a mockery for others to enjoy,” 
it doesn’t appear to be a rhetorical question. 
A chapter titled “Trump, The Tragic Hero?” 
suggests—note the question mark—that 
Trump is one of those necessary but unas-
similable figures identified by George Orwell: 

“men can be highly civilized only while other 
men, inevitably less civilized, are there to 
guard and feed them.” Hanson offers exam-
ples from ancient literature (Achilles in The 
Iliad), film (Gary Cooper in High Noon and 
Clint Eastwood in Dirty Harry), and military 
history (George Patton and Curtis LeMay). 
The tragedy is such figures’ awareness “that 
the natural expression of their personas can 
lead only to their own destruction or ostra-
cism from an advancing civilization that they 
seek to protect,” Hanson writes. “And yet they 
willingly accept the challenge to be of service.”

The Case for Trump offers, less equivocally, 
a different analogy: nominating and electing 
Donald Trump is like chemotherapy—the ef-

fects are nauseating or even debilitating but, in 
the circumstances, any milder remedy will al-
low the patient to die. The power of that argu-
ment depends on the accuracy of the diagnosis. 
In October 2016 Hanson wrote that Hillary 
Clinton’s victory would not be just another 
turn of the wheel, but would consummate 
the fundamental transformation promised by 
Barack Obama over 12 or 16 years of uninter-
rupted Democratic administrations. “A likely 
two-term Clinton presidency would complete 
a 16-year institutionalization of serial progres-
sive abuse of the Constitution,” he wrote.

David Frum, writing the same month, 
made the opposite judgment: it was mad-
ness to resort to a drastic remedy to avert 
a manageable problem. Hillary Clinton, he 
declared, “is a patriot” who will “uphold the 
sovereignty and independence of the United 
States,” “defend allies,” and “execute the laws 
with reasonable impartiality.” A vote for 
her amounted to a vote to defend America’s 

“commitment to norms and rules that today 

And we know that since Trump’s victory 
the Democrats have been “The Resistance,” 
not the opposition party. As a result, the hec-
toring self-righteousness that grievance stud-
ies professors display in faculty senates is now 
an increasingly common feature of the U.S. 
Senate. Thus, Judiciary Committee hearings 
on a Supreme Court nominee became a venue 
for the same contempt for procedural fairness 
and epistemological humility as a campus 
sexual harassment tribunal run by the cam-
pus Women’s Center’s Grand Inquisitors.

By the same token, had President Hillary 
Clinton placed two new Justices on the Supreme 
Court, they would have joined the four nomi-
nated by her husband and President Obama to 
form a sturdy liberal majority. In a 2014 cam-
paign finance case three Justices joined Steven 
Breyer’s dissenting opinion, which held that the 
First Amendment exists not to secure inalien-
able rights but so that “public opinion could 
be channeled into effective governmental ac-
tion.” With two more votes, the idea that rights 
should be calibrated according to whether they 
satisfied jurists’ ideas about what constitutes 
effective governance would have formed the 
basis for majority opinions. By the same token, 
there would be enough votes to enshrine Jus-
tice Sonia Sotomayor’s opinion that “race mat-
ters.” Indeed, in Schuette v. Coalition to Defend 
Affirmative Action (2014) she ruled it matters 
so much that a state cannot abolish affirmative 
action policies, even if a majority of the state’s 
voters have already voted for a referendum to 
end preferences.

In short, a commitment to norms and rules 
protecting the rights of those not allied with 
the Democrats appears to be weakening steadi-
ly within the party, the continuation of a trend 
that predated Donald Trump’s political career. 
If conservatism must adapt to meet the chang-
ing threats to liberal democracy, then it has no 
choice but to be preoccupied with American 
liberalism’s menacing evolution. Waugh’s claim 
that liberals are gullible and feeble, compla-
cently unaware of the threats to liberty, needs 
to be modified to account for the ways that lib-
eralism has itself become such a threat.

A 2018 New York Times article, for exam-
ple, lamented that conservatives have “weap-
onized” the First Amendment, whose defense 
was once the raison d’etre of liberal activists 
in general, and the American Civil Liberties 
Union in particular. Though he used to have 

“the standard liberal view of civil liberties,” one 
law professor explained, he has now come to 
realize “that it’s a mistake to think of free 
speech as an effective means to accomplish a 
more just society.” The Occam’s Razor expla-
nation for this shift is that free speech “was 
only ever a means to an end” for liberals, in 

protect my rights under a president I don’t 
favor, and that will tomorrow do the same 
service for you.” Elect her opponent, and 

“those norms and rules will shudder and 
shake in a way unequaled since the Union 
won the Civil War.”

Malignant or Benign

We cannot know whether the 
Clinton presidency Trump’s elec-
tion prevented would have proven 

as malignant as Hanson feared or as benign 
as Frum expected. We do know, however, the 
direction of the Democratic Party, before, 
during, and after her campaign. It forced 
Clinton to move steadily to the left from the 
day she announced her candidacy, to the point 
that she and her husband spent more time 
apologizing for his administration’s triangula-
tions on crime, race, welfare, taxes, spending, 
and regulation than they did boasting of his 
achievements.

The fact that the
Never Trump effort

has gotten much
attention but little traction 

strongly suggests it
is quixotic rather

than noble.
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the words of law professor and blogger Ann 
Althouse. “When they got their free speech, 
made their arguments, and failed to win 
over the American people, and when in fact 
the speech from their opponents seemed too 
successful, they switched to the repression of 
speech, because the end was never freedom.”

The Evolving Threat

Also evolving, and also requiring 
conservatives’ close attention, is the 
liberal understanding of what a just 

society demands. Any conservative who lives 
long enough will eventually be astounded by 
the need to defend propositions long con-
sidered self-evident. The idea that Western 
civilization is a real and good thing, whose 
preservation is necessary to hopes for a better 
future, is one of these. That human beings are 
either men or women is another.

Trumpism is especially forceful in uphold-
ing a third: the nation-state is the best, most 
workable basis for sovereignty in the modern 
world. The growing liberal challenge to this 
belief treats the nation-state as both danger-
ous and irrelevant. In its stead, the political 
attachments that do and should matter are ei-
ther transnational, the core tenet of globalism, 
or subnational, the core tenet of multicultur-
alism. In these circumstances, writes Scruton 
in Conservatism, conservatives have found it 
necessary to remind that “governments are 
elected by a specific people in a specific place,” 
and to insist on “the defence of the homeland, 
the maintenance of national borders, and the 
unity and integrity of the nation.”

Scruton goes on to contend that popular 
sovereignty is impossible, logically and prac-
tically, without national sovereignty. That is, 

“accountability is possible only if the electorate 
is bound together as a ‘we’. Only if this ‘we’ is 
in place can the people trust the politicians to 
look after their interests.” By way of attack-
ing Trump and his followers, Charles Sykes 
declares that the “rejection of populism runs 
deep in the conservative tradition.” But that 
assessment is selective and mostly wrong. It 
has, after all, been nearly 60 years since Wil-
liam Buckley declared, “I should sooner live in 
a society governed by the first 2,000 names in 
the Boston telephone directory than in a so-
ciety governed by the 2,000 faculty members 
of Harvard University.” In doing so, Buckley 

deftly captured what is best about populism 
and worst about progressivism: governments 
derive their just powers from the consent of 
the governed, not the expertise of the experts.

Leverage

Clearly, more than an aversion to 
the president’s bearing and character 
drives the Never Trump conserva-

tives. Trump has spent his adult life identify-
ing and making the most of situations where 
he has leverage, power to help or hurt partners, 
lenders, or adversaries exceeding their power 
to help or hurt him. And he has done it again. 
Conservatives know Trump does not need the 
conservative movement, least of all its intel-
ligentsia, and has little reason to fear it. Na-
tional Review devoted most of its February 15, 
2016 issue to denouncing him, a widely dis-
cussed event that proved utterly inconsequen-
tial. Unlike Reagan, then, Trump is neither a 
product of the conservative movement nor a 
president who considers its well-being among 
his responsibilities.

So, how should conservatives play their weak 
hand? The Never Trump answer is that after 
years of obsessive-compulsive political hygiene, 
the conservative movement emerging from the 
other side of the Trump presidency can cred-
ibly deny complicity with his failures and af-
fronts. There are several reasons to believe this 
approach makes the worst of a bad situation. 
For one, Trumpism has both a constituency 
and a stunning win to its credit, unlike all the 
other efforts to reformulate conservatism for 
the post-Cold War era. The New York Times 
columnist Ross Douthat, one of the leading 
reform conservatives, once called Trumpism, 
with its focus on working-class needs and fears, 
reform conservatism’s “evil twin.” He later ac-
knowledged that it could also be described as 
reform conservatism’s “more politically success-
ful twin.” Defenestrating Trumpism in favor of 
one of the options that predated it now entails 
violating one of the most basic conservative 
principles, as summarized by Thomas Sowell: 
don’t replace one thing that works with a dif-
ferent thing that sounds good.

Moreover, the Never Trump effort, now in 
its fourth year, has been procedurally unfair 
and politically obtuse. Run a two-party de-
mocracy in a diverse nation of 328 million peo-
ple, and each party will necessarily be a broad, 

ungainly coalition. No major party can cohere 
if one big part of it has good reason to believe 
that it is expected to endorse decisions made 
by others, but never be allowed to have its own 
position prevail. As Hanson points out in The 
Case for Trump, the Trump Republican voters 
dutifully supported Mitt Romney and John 
McCain as the party’s nominees, despite well-
founded doubts about both men’s commitment 
to conservatism and ability to defeat Barack 
Obama.

Donald Trump won the nomination con-
test by the same rules as all his GOP oppo-
nents, which would only have intensified his 
followers’ bitterness if the Never Trump ef-
forts to thwart his nomination, election, and 
presidency had somehow succeeded. The fact 
that, after all this time, the Never Trump ef-
fort has gotten much attention but little trac-
tion does not prove it is wrong, but strongly 
suggests that it is imprudent—quixotic rather 
than noble. As Max Boot concedes about the 
Never Trumpers, “There’s enough of us for a 
dinner party, not a political party.”

The challenge, then, is not to liberate con-
servatism from Trumpism in the belief that 
the latter “poses an existential threat to the 
conservative vision of ordered liberty,” as Sykes 
asserts. Nor is it to exchange conservatism 
for Trumpism. It is, rather, to elaborate a con-
servatism for the 21st century that integrates 
Trumpism by absorbing what Donald Trump’s 
nomination and election have revealed—about 
America and about the shortcomings of the 
conservative movement and argument prior to 
his entry into politics. (Elsewhere in this issue, 
Christopher DeMuth provides an invaluable 
first draft of that synthesis.)

The task would have been much the same if 
Trump had lost in 2016, but it’s one now com-
plicated by the president’s volatility and aver-
sion to message discipline. Steven Hayward 
says that President Trump has often been his 
own worst enemy, which is an impressive ac-
complishment for a man whose enemies are so 
numerous, and hate him so intensely. The rise 
of Donald Trump has presented conservatives 
with new opportunities and insights, but also 
unprecedented challenges. The best version of 
Trumpism may end up being fashioned after 
Trump’s presidency rather than through it.

William Voegeli is senior editor of the Claremont 
Review of Books.
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Book Review by Michael Anton

Draining the Swamp
Unmasking the Administrative State: The Crisis of American Politics in the Twenty-First Century, by John Marini.

Encounter Books, 408 pages, $27.99

In february 2017, steve bannon—at 
the time, President Donald Trump’s chief 
strategist—made something of a splash at 

the Conservative Political Action Conference 
when he identified the third of the Trump Ad-
ministration’s three core “lines of work,” after 
national sovereignty and economic national-
ism, as the “deconstruction of the administra-
tive state.” 

The media and its taskmasters in the intel-
ligentsia and universities were at once horri-
fied and baffled. Deconstruction is all well 
and good in English departments, and (more 
broadly) when the things being deconstructed 
are “white privilege” and Western civilization. 
But something as sacred as the state? How 
dare he! And what’s with the qualifier? Aren’t 
all “states” in some sense “administrative”?

That confusion launched a thousand “ex-
plainer” articles, none of which got the answer 
even remotely correct (not that they were in-

tended to). The other thing notable by its ab-
sence was the name of John Marini.

Marini didn’t coin the term “ad-
ministrative state”; that was political 
scientist Dwight Waldo in his 1948 

book of the same name. But there can be little 
doubt that the phrase wouldn’t have escaped 
Bannon’s lips if not for Marini. No one—cer-
tainly not Waldo—has done more to explain 
what the administrative state is, how it works, 
and how it came to be. And not just in the his-
torical sense, though Marini does show how 
the apparatus was built, by whom, and for what 
purpose. But his far greater contribution is to 
lay bare its theoretical roots. Plumbing those 
depths requires both a first-class education as 
well as practical experience in the swamp, both 
of which Marini has. In the 1980s, he served 
as a special assistant to then-Chairman Clar-
ence Thomas at the U.S. Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission before returning 
to academia and writing and editing essential 
books on the federal budget process and the 
separation of powers from his perch at the Uni-
versity of Nevada, Reno.

And now, finally, one on the animating in-
terest of his entire career. Unmasking the Ad-
ministrative State—ably edited and introduced 
by Ken Masugi, Marini’s friend, fellow stu-
dent, and former co-worker at the EEOC—is 
actually a collection of Marini’s writings over 
40 years, but its themes, messages and lessons 
are remarkably consistent. And, to some of us, 
familiar.

When Donald Trump announced his can-
didacy in June 2015, I had already been read-
ing (and listening to) Marini for more than 20 
years. His analysis of the insidious ways the ad-
ministrative state undermines democratic poli-
tics prepared me to begin to understand the 
populist revolt against bipartisan orthodoxy.
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Our opinion-making class, by con-
trast, thrashed about for explanations. 
How can this man say these things? 

Why are so many people listening? What’s the 
common thread, if any? The term one saw ban-
died about was “source code,” as in, “We must 
find the source code of Trumpism.” While 
most elites insisted that Trump was simply 
winging it, making things up as he went along, 
a few intuited that there might be—out there 
somewhere—a body of ideas (though they 
were quick to add: not any with which Trump 
himself was personally familiar!) that could 
explain the appeal of his candidacy. They were 
right, but they did not know where to look.

I didn’t have to look; the source code found 
me. Shortly after Trump took his famous esca-
lator ride, Marini began sending long, erudite, 
profound emails to a select few. They appeared 
in the inbox as giant walls of text, hardly any 
(if any at all) paragraph breaks—just words, 
words, words. To begin reading did not in any 
way alleviate the anxiety. It’s not that the mis-
sives were rambling but precisely that they were 
not. They were so dense and closely reasoned 
that every line, every word demanded complete 
attention. It soon became clear that Marini had 
it all figured out before the rest of us had tied 
our shoes. Yet he steadfastly refused to take 
any kind of public bow.

In the heat of the primary season a few 
intellectual insurgents and I started a pseud-
onymous blog called the Journal of American 
Greatness, which was broadly pro-Trump, or 
at least pro-Trumpism, which we took it upon 
ourselves to define. I secured Marini’s permis-
sion to post (under the name “Cato the Elder”) 
two of his emails. They were almost certainly 
the most intellectually challenging of all the 
content on JAG—which is saying something, 
since the rest of us more than occasionally let 
our grad seminar freak flags fly. They were 
also among the most popular.

Portions of them appear, expanded and re-
worked, in Unmasking the Administrative State. 
But this is not a book about Trump—not 
directly anyway. With all due respect to the 
president, it’s much bigger than that. This is a 
philosophic book about the grounding, condi-
tions, functions, ends, and means of politics. 
You’re more likely to encounter Aristotle, Im-
manuel Kant, or Auguste Comte than Don-
ald Trump.

Taken together, Marini’s essays provide 
the finest available account of so-called “ra-
tional historicism” and its consequences. In-
augurated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, more 
fully developed by G.W.F. Hegel, and con-
summated by Alexandre Kojève, this school 
of thought replaces fixed human nature with 
the notion of man’s consciousness evolving ra-

tionally through the historical process to its 
ultimate endpoint. In the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, rational historicism faced a 
withering critique from its irrational young-
er half-brother—crystalized in the works of 
Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger—
which holds that history never ends and has 
no point. But, as Marini shows, the older 
brother survived and still rules. The admin-
istrative state is its actualization—its malevo-
lent word made flesh.

The true subject of this book, 
then, is “regime change,” how we got 
from “there”—our founders’ under-

standing of justice, morality, and politics—to 
“here”: the tradition-and-history-destroying, 
common-good-denying, anarcho-tyrannical, 
pathologically altruistic dystopian oligarchy 
currently throttling the West. In a way, Un-
masking the Administrative State is the perfect 
companion to 2017’s The Political Theory of 
the American Founding by Thomas G. West, 
Marini’s fellow student at the Claremont 
Graduate School in the late 1960s when Leo 
Strauss taught there and Harry Jaffa was in 
his prime. West’s book explains the founders’ 
principles; Marini’s their repudiation. Read 
together, the two books convey the grandeur 
of the founders’ (and Abraham Lincoln’s) ac-
complishments and leave one saddened and 
bewildered by their loss. How could we let 
such a glorious inheritance go? Why did our 
elites and a growing portion of the populace 
come to despise it all?

For the United States is not now, and has 
not been for some time, a constitutional re-
public as the founders and their heirs under-
stood that term. As Marini shows, the admin-
istrative state is not merely unconstitutional; 
it is anti-constitutional. Leo Strauss identi-
fied the essence of constitutionalism as the 
practical reconciliation of wisdom and con-
sent. Because wisdom can be approached but 
never achieved, the consent of the governed is 
required to preserve man’s natural freedom 
in the face of wisdom’s limitations. Hence, 
Strauss writes, the best and most stable foun-
dation for political order is

that a wise legislator frame a code which 
the citizen body, duly persuaded, freely 
adopts. That code, which is, as it were, 
the embodiment of wisdom, must be 
as little subject to alteration as possible; 
the rule of law is to take the place of the 
rule of men, however wise.

Make “legislator” plural and you have a fine 
description of the drafting and ratification of 
the United States Constitution.

The administrative state dismisses 
all this, declares itself wise, and dispens-
es with consent. On a functional level, it 

steamrolls the separation of powers, ignores 
the limits set by the enumeration of powers, 
and further rejects any limits either to gov-
ernment’s means or ends. Jealous and unwill-
ing to tolerate rivals, it centralizes power unto 
itself, enervating state and local governments 
and destroying civil and religious institutions. 
These practical consequences flow inexora-
bly from the administrative state’s animating 
theory, which is a root-and-branch rejection of 
nature—especially of human nature—in favor 
of “science,” “history,” and “freedom.”

The sneer quotes are necessary, because in all 
cases the words within have taken on entirely 
new meanings. “Science” has gone from being 
synonymous with philosophy to its antithesis 
and superior: allegedly exact rather than im-
precise, authoritative rather than questioning, 
hubristic rather than humble, instrumental 
rather than theoretical. “Science” occasionally 
feigns humility and admits that it doesn’t quite 
yet know everything, but it’s also confident that 
anything it does not or cannot understand is 
either irrelevant or not knowledge.

“History” no longer refers to the record, or 
an account, of the past—of deeds, events, hu-
man choices, greatness, mediocrity, base-
ness—but is seen as a process that, in a sense, 
replaces God and nature. Times change, and 
therefore man and his principles and institu-
tions must change with the times. This has al-
ways been partly true, of course. But the older 
understanding knew that a permanent ground 
underlay the changing currents, and so men 
used prudence to apply their knowledge of the 
permanent to guide themselves through the 
ephemeral. “History” rejects the permanent 
ground, leaving prudence with nothing to do.

The new science and history purport to ex-
pand greatly man’s freedom by opening up new 
vistas that vastly extend the horizon. But this 

“freedom” proves illusory. In the older under-
standing, freedom consists primarily of steer-
ing the ship of state via public deliberation. It 
was accepted that man cannot fully control or 
determine his destiny, but also believed that he 
can shape it by applying prudential judgment 
to identify and implement effective means to 
secure just and rightful ends, which are sup-
plied by nature. The new understanding doesn’t 
merely outsource prudence’s job; it automates 
it. Science becomes history’s handmaiden, sup-
plying means for achieving the latter’s ends. 
Subjects once open for debate become closed 
as science supposedly discovers the workings of 
History with a capital H. There is no politics 
because there is nothing for man to deliberate 
or choose. Science has spoken, and everyone 
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They are rather to force upon the people what 
“science,” the research universities and pub-
lic intellectuals have determined they should 
want. Since these “discoveries” are held to 
be “scientific” and therefore incontrovertible, 
limits on administrative power are not merely 
unnecessary but harmful. When you know 
what’s right and necessary, why wait? Why let 
yourself be held up by mere procedural hur-
dles, or worse, by the contentless objections of 
the ignorant?

The bureaucrats who operate the 
machinery of the administrative state 
are, for the most part, merely crew. 

The pilots are those whom some (though 
not Marini) have taken to calling the “deep 
state.” But a simpler name for them is Ange-
lo Codevilla’s “ruling class”: the people who 
revolve in and out of senior government, and 
lucrative private sector, positions; run the 
hedge funds, big banks and other corpora-
tions; set the tone and agenda for all society; 
and tell the administrative state what to do, 
either directly or indirectly. One might say 
that the deep state and the administrative 

[T]he bureaucracies have developed 
the instinct for self-preservation at all 
costs. They do not, however, defend 
themselves on the basis of self-interest. 
Rather, they see themselves as defend-
ers of institutional rationality, as a part 
of the social intelligence that establishes 
the legitimacy of rule within the admin-
istrative state.

The whole intelligentsia—the media, aca-
demia, intellectuals, columnists, pundits, art-
ists, comedians, show-runners and executive 
producers, authors of airport bookshop best-
sellers—all agree and hammer the message 
home. They know they are right. You merely 
believe, and mere belief has no place whatso-
ever in the making of public policy. Thus the 
entire phalanx locks shields when some part 
of the people has the impudence to question 
its narrative and rises in fury when anyone 
questions its authority.

Much of this will sound like 
James Burnham’s The Managerial 
Revolution (1941). Although Burn-

ham and Marini begin from different places, 
it’s fair to say that, on this score, they end up 
more or less adjacent. A theme worthy of fur-
ther exploration is the vast amount of common 
ground that exists between the pre-collabo-
rationist Right and today’s philosophically-
grounded pro-Trump, or Trump-sympathetic, 
conservatism. Indeed, the differences that 
Marini elaborates with Burnham in this vol-
ume have nothing to do with high principle but 
concern merely the practical question of Con-
gress’s fate vis-à-vis the rising administrative 
state. Burnham argued that Congress would 
either reassert itself or die. Marini shows that 
Congress instead became a handmaiden.

In perhaps the book’s most extraordinary 
chapter, Marini illustrates his point with a 
wholly new (at least to my eyes) interpretation 
of Watergate. In his account, Watergate was 
indeed—as conventional wisdom insists—
the most serious constitutional crisis in our 
history (so far), but not for the reasons usu-
ally assumed. Richard Nixon’s real sin was not 
abuse of power but his serious constitutional 
challenge to the administrative state. Marini 
quotes Henry Kissinger:

[Nixon] had been reelected by a land-
slide in 1972 in a contest as close to 
being fought on ideological issues as is 
possible in America…. The American 
people for once had chosen on philo-
sophical grounds, not on personality.

Marini then makes clear what Kissinger 
leaves out: the “ideological issues” and “phil-

better get on the “right side of History.” Man 
turns out to be far more enslaved to “History” 
in the new understanding than he was limited 
by nature in the old.

The administrative state, then, is the ap-
paratus that applies the alleged insights of 
science to the governance of man. But “ap-
plies” is such a mild word for what it actu-
ally does, how it really works, what it really 
is. And that, Marini shows, is exactly the soft 
despotism about which Alexis de Tocqueville 
warned.

Yet, as he further shows, that 
warning was insufficient. Ultimately, 
Tocqueville looked to History rather 

than nature and thus was unwilling or un-
able to take seriously the American Found-
ers’ argument that they had found a way to 
resolve—in theory no less than in practice—
the apparent tension between equality and 
liberty. Marini gives Tocqueville his due for 
seeing modern democracy’s inherent ten-
dency to degenerate into administrative tyr-
anny. Yet—unlike so many of Tocqueville’s 
admirers—Marini firmly, if gently, refuses to 
let the Frenchman off the hook for his unwit-
ting contribution to that tyranny. Appeals to 

“History” only feed and strengthen the beast. 
The only way out, Marini shows, is a return 
to nature as the basis for the good and for po-
litical right. Tocqueville denied such a return 
was possible, and so, despite his prescient and 
terrifying insight, the very tyranny he most 
feared is now our master.

Everyone knows about the federal bureau-
cracy’s supernova-like growth in the 20th 
century. Marini puts that growth in con-
text—not merely or even primarily in size but 
more fundamentally in power. He is especially 
merciless on Congress, which voluntarily and 
happily surrendered its own constitutionally 
enumerated powers to an unconstitutional 
fourth branch—the bureaucracy housed 
within the executive branch—which looks 
upon its nominal master with indifference or 
bemused contempt.

Every government of course needs execu-
tive agencies; politics is about making deci-
sions, and decisions must be implemented. 
That said, to what ends do executive agencies 
work? How are those ends determined and by 
whom? What is the source of those agencies’ 
political legitimacy? What—if any—limits 
are placed on their power? And the decisive 
question: who controls them and by what 
means?

The ends of our government are no longer 
determined by the people through public de-
liberation constrained by moral and natural 
limits; nor are they even to give the people 
what they want regardless of those limits. 

The United States is not
now, and has not been

for some time, a
constitutional republic.

state are a kind of coalition or partnership, 
though the former is most definitely the se-
nior partner.

The bureaucrats, their bosses, and their 
cultural cheerleaders are prone to delusional 
thinking in order to mask, even to themselves, 
the essential self-interestedness of their rule. 
They all insist that the administrative state is 
nonpartisan and impartial. These are patriotic 
career civil servants just doing their jobs, goes 
the refrain whenever the administrative state 
does something that may seem, on the surface, 
partisan, anti-democratic, or punitive. And—
as I can attest from having worked within the 
administrative state—many, even most, of 
its operatives are indeed just doing their jobs. 
The problem is not that administrative func-
tionaries are cynical; it is precisely that they 
are so earnest. They “know” that their mo-
tives are pure, their conclusions disinterested 
and “scientific,” their means necessary for our 
own good. It’s no wonder, then, that neither 
the administrative state’s assertions nor its 
rulings are open to debate. It admits of no le-
gitimate opposition and so tolerates none. As 
Marini explains:
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osophical grounds” included not just Ameri-
ca’s approach to Communism, nor even sim-
ply control of executive branch agencies, but 
the very (il)legitimacy of the administrative 
state. Eight years as vice president and four 
as president had demonstrated beyond doubt 
to Nixon that the bureaucracy runs the gov-
ernment for its own purposes, without the 
consent of the people. He further under-
stood that the administrative state (though 
he didn’t use the term) both concentrated 
power in Washington, away from states and 
local communities, and that the executive 
agencies he was elected to control and which, 
on the flow chart, reported to him were (and 
remain) in fact independent of electoral, or 
political, control. So he made the agenda of 
his second term to diffuse much of Wash-
ington’s power and restore executive control 
over the remainder.

This the administrative state 
could not abide. Congress by this point 
had completed the transformation of 

itself “from primarily a legislative body to an 
administrative oversight body.” It saw, coun-
terintuitively but correctly, Nixon’s threat to 
curtail the power of executive branch agencies 
as a threat to its own power, to its own new 
role in the administrative regime.

Granted, Nixon foolishly handed his en-
emies the gun with which to shoot him. But, 
for Marini, that was mere pretense:

Nearly every political scandal in Amer-
ican politics has been transformed into 
a legal one in order to expose and re-
veal guilt as violation of law. It is fought 
out in the public, or political arena, on 
legal grounds to establish culpability, 
again with reference to the law. If suc-
cessful, it is justified as upholding the 
rule of law. Although it provides clar-
ity in terms of simplifying the issues 
in a manner suitable for presentation 
to a mass public, it often obscures the 
deeper, or more fundamental, prob-
lems that give rise to the necessity of 
political scandal.

The parallels to today are obvious. Presi-
dent Trump has not handed his administra-
tive state enemies the gun with which to shoot 
him, but no matter; they have 3-D printers 
and so made their own: the ridiculous “dos-
sier” and the “collusion” narrative that 18 
months, dozens of prosecutors and investi-
gators, and $25 million have not been able to 
substantiate in any way. The same agencies 
that leaked to take down Nixon are leaking 
to take down Trump, and for the same reason. 
As Marini puts it:

Watergate was not a partisan affair in 
the ordinary sense, nor was it simply 
a legal controversy. Rather, it was an 
institutional struggle between the po-
litical branches of government. Such an 
event could not but be political.

And, more ominously:

Republican presidents, at times rep-
resenting national majorities opposed 
to the expansion of government, and 
Democratic Congresses organized 
around private interests in support of 
its expansion, became rival forces to an 
extent incompatible with the pursuit of 
a long-term public interest.

Except this time it’s worse. The conspiracy 
to unseat the president began before he was 
even elected; the pretense was made up out of 
whole cloth; the agencies aren’t bothering to 
conceal or dress up their agenda; and the tidal 
wave of misinformation utterly shameless de-
spite the transparent phoniness of it. Most 
depressing of all: our best and brightest have 
met this new attempt to overturn the result of 
a democratic election either with loud cheers 
or a collective shrug. Other commentators, 
whose hearts are in the right place, have called 
this the biggest political scandal in American 
history. Lord knows it should be. But it mani-
festly isn’t, at least not in public perception, 
which, with respect to scandal, is everything.

Even more disgraceful, though, 
are the former “conservatives” egg-
ing all this on. As the ever insouciant, 

newly woke Bill Kristol tweeted: “If it comes 
to it, prefer the deep state to the Trump state.” 
No clearer evisceration of principle, self-righ-
teously announced in the name of principle, 
could be imagined. This is what so much of 
the conservative movement has been reduced 
to: active collaboration with the Left to over-
turn democratic elections in the name of de-
mocracy. Despite the glaring hypocrisy and 
idiocy, it’s all too sordid to elicit even a mirth-
less laugh.

But it should not have been surprising 
(though I admit to having been surprised). 
Marini explains the essential convergence of 

“Right” and Left under historicist philosophy 
and administrative state rule:

[B]oth parties have participated in rec-
ognizing the legitimacy of the cultural 
narrative established by postmodern 
theory—and enforced by political cor-
rectness—as the ground of understand-
ing civil society, public policy, law, and 
bureaucracy itself. Before the end of the 
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twentieth century, contemporary poli-
tics had created an equilibrium agreed 
on by both parties and underwritten by 
the intellectual authority of positivism 
and historicism.

In other words, Trump’s voters saw intuitively 
what the entire political class missed. And 
they wanted a choice, not an echo.

I said that this book is not about 
Trump. And yet it is. Marini explained 
Trump, the rise of Trump, the need for 

Trump, well before the escalator ride that in-
augurated his candidacy. The need for Trump 
begins from the recognition that

America is in the midst of a great crisis in 
terms of its economy, its chaotic civil so-
ciety, its political corruption, and its in-
ability to defend any kind of tradition—
or way of life derived from that tradi-
tion—because of the transformation of 
its culture by the intellectual elites. This 
sweeping cultural transformation oc-
curred almost completely outside the po-
litical process of mobilizing public opin-
ion and political majorities. The Ameri-
can people themselves did not participate 
or consent to the wholesale undermining 
of their way of life, which government 
and the bureaucracy helped to facilitate 
by undermining those institutions of 
civil society that were dependent upon a 
public defense of the old morality.

Our elites “deny the seriousness of the cri-
sis and see Trump himself as the greatest dan-
ger.” Because he is—to them. Or more precise-
ly, to their hitherto uncontested rule and total 
exemption from any accountability for their 
failures. Before Trump, writes Marini, 

there had been no honest evaluation of 
Washington that originated in Wash-
ington: no policy ever really fails, pri-
vate corruption never rises to the level 
of public corruption (let alone is pun-
ished), no officeholder of significance 
has been held personally responsible for 
their behavior since Watergate. Ironi-
cally, it has taken a reality television 
star—one who knows the difference 
between the real and the imagined—to 
make reality a political issue with re-
spect to Washington. Indeed, in recent 
years, Washington has presented itself 
as a kind of reality show. It is difficult to 
distinguish what is real from the way it 
is spun. Benghazi was just one example 
of the unwillingness of the Washington 

establishment to denounce deception in 
a political matter. Trump was willing to 
denounce the deception by passing per-
sonal judgment on those policies, per-
sonalities, and issues, and he was willing 
to judge them as personally accountable.

Can’t have that!
But the crisis is real, and our elites are too 

arrogant, venal, greedy, blinkered, and stupid 
to resolve it. All they can do is tenaciously 
cling to their power and privilege. How long 
their reign may last, how it might end, and 
what comes after are large and vital questions. 
Those inclined toward gloom on this score may 
find their spirits lifted by Marini’s implicit 
reminder that if there is nature—the nature 
historicists deny—then sooner or later their 
utopian project will bump up against natural 
limits. Nature will reassert itself against anti-
nature. New possibilities will arise.

Some on the right sympathetic to 
Marini’s thought will say (as I have heard 
it said) that this is all well and good, but 

how does talking about the administrative state 
possibly help fight the barbarians storming the 
gates? Philosophy requires leisure, which is not 
to be indulged in the midst of crisis. I do not 
at all doubt or deny the severity of the crisis. 
But I absolutely believe that it’s better to under-
stand its roots than not. In fact, “winning” re-
quires understanding, which requires studying 
arguments that on the surface appear not to be 
urgent. The order of battle of spiritual warfare 
is multitudinous. We need bloggers, meme-
makers, Twitter trolls, street artists, comedi-
ans, propagandists, theologians, playwrights, 
essayists, novelists, hacks, flaks, and intellec-
tuals (among others). But behind, underneath, 
and above them all is the philosopher. If the 
foundational arguments are wrong, everything 
else will be wrong. Besides, it’s essential to get 
the argument right for no other reason than if 
future generations ever get a chance to rebuild, 
they will need to understand our mistakes in 
order to avoid them.

Though Marini seldom directly weighs in 
on the pressing issues of our time, when he 
does so indirectly, he arms those engaged in 
the struggle with the strongest possible rea-
sons for, and arguments to defend, our convic-
tions. For example, he writes:

America has often been called a nation 
of immigrants, as if that is what has dis-
tinguished it among the nations of the 
earth. But every human society that did 
not spring full-blown from the soil with a 
common identity is a nation of strangers, 
or immigrants, who were somehow unit-

ed in civic friendship. Some nations with 
long histories have forgotten their ori-
gins, or what it was that made it possible 
to distinguish themselves from others. 
The problem of immigration, therefore, 
is unintelligible in the absence of an un-
derstanding of what it is that constitutes 
the ground of unity or common identity. 
Any human association that considers 
itself as separate or distinct from other 
political societies—or, in modern times, 
one which considers itself sovereign—
must make distinctions between those 
who are citizens and those who are not.

That paragraph says, at once, nothing and ev-
erything about the crisis at our southern bor-
der. In its density and gravity are the deepest 
reasons why objections to the ruling class’s 
insistence on open borders are legitimate and 
moral, despite the tidal wave of propaganda 
angrily shouting the contrary.

Others may complain that mari-
ni can be hard to read. I am tempted 
to reply that you either enjoy this 

sort of thing or you don’t. But maybe that’s 
too glib. Marini himself is anything but glib. 
Reading his sober, elevated prose is to be re-
minded that, when it comes to the most im-
portant things, true understanding is incom-
patible with neutrality.

I must warn, however, that the book can be 
repetitive. Phrases, sentences—in a few cases, 
even whole paragraphs—reappear. But allow-
ance must be made for a body of work written 
over a lifetime arising from the same wells of 
study and concern. That Marini has not—un-
like so many who pass for “conservatives” to-
day—flitted from one contradictory preoccu-
pation to the next redounds to his credit. This 
is a man who understands both the shifting 
tectonic plates and the core underneath.

I do, however, wish that more prefatory 
material had been included to introduce each 
chapter, explaining the original setting and 
context of each essay. Although not necessary 
in order to get the big picture, it might have 
helped with the details.

In the book’s preface, Masugi recalls giving 
Clarence Thomas one of the articles now re-
printed in Unmasking the Administrative State. 
The copy came back with a demand scrawled 
at the top: “I must see Marini!!” If I may up-
date the entreaty for 2019 and beyond: We 
must read Marini!!

Michael Anton is a lecturer in politics and re-
search fellow at Hillsdale College, a senior fellow 
at the Claremont Institute, and a former nation-
al security official in the Trump Administration.
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Book Review by Kevin D. Williamson

Austin City Limits
God Save Texas: A Journey into the Soul of the Lone Star State, by Lawrence Wright.

Alfred A. Knopf, 368 pages, $27.95

David remnick, editor of the new 
Yorker, asked staff writer Lawrence 
Wright to “explain Texas.” Why 

would Wright choose to live there? “I hope 
this book,” says Wright, “answers the ques-
tion.” But the book—God Save Texas: A Jour-
ney into the Soul of the Lone Star State—does 
not explain Texas. It does not even explain 
why Lawrence Wright of the New Yorker 
chooses to live in Texas, a question of limited 
interest. It is not, as it proposes to be, a medi-
tation on the culture and politics of Texas and 
their influence on the wider American scene. 
It is an overflowing slop-bucket of ignorance, 
laziness, and snobbery in the shape of a book.

The structure of the work will be familiar 
to those obliged to read books produced by 
columnists and broadcast-media figures: a 
series of mostly disconnected essays and vi-
gnettes repackaged as a monograph, lightly 
stitched up with newly written connective 
material and punctuated every fourth page 
or so by something the author doesn’t realize 
is hilariously stupid or obviously wrong. As 
with chainsaw sculpture, the process leaves 
its mark on the product: columns and es-
says are arranged in a particular order and 
then written through (sometimes by the au-

thor, often by a junior editor) two or three 
times until the recycled material smells fresh 
enough to put a cover and title on. Wright 
has spent decades writing about the politics 
and personalities of Texas, and this book is 
a kind of greatest-hits album underneath 
a thin wash of the now-familiar indignant 
moral hysteria induced in the NPR crowd by 
the Age of Trump.

The book begins with wright and 
his friend Stephen Harrigan, author of 
The Gates of the Alamo (2000), riding 

their bicycles through one of the ugly stretches 
that sprawl between Texas cities, just as they 
sprawl between most American cities. Wright 
is disappointed by the scenery. “The actual 
vista in front of us was an unending strip mall 
hugging a crowded interstate highway,” he 
writes—a sentence that could have been writ-
ten about nearly identical scenes in almost any 
of these United States. This is somehow the 
fault of the oil business, which left Texas with 

“cruddy strip shopping centers, garish beach 
communities, the ugly sprawl of car lots and 
franchise chicken joints and prefab warehous-
es that issued out of the heart of every city and 
crawled along our highways like poison vines.”

They stop at Buc-ee’s, a Texas-based chain 
convenience store that sells fudge and ko-
laches and kitsch along with the usual gas-
station fare, and which (accurately) adver-
tises the remarkable cleanliness of its bath-
rooms in humorous billboards along the vast 
ghastly asphalt lengths of Eisenhower’s Folly. 
Buc-ee’s is not Lourdes; it is a place dedicated 
to urination and defecation and the acquisi-
tion of things that later will be urinated and 
defecated, and to gasoline: go with the flow, 
and flow with the go. It is bigger and stranger 
than, say, those excellent Autogrills strad-
dling the Italian Autostrade serving strong 
espresso and salami sandwiches, and it is 
over-engineered compared to those stunted 
and hobbled little gas stations on Manhat-
tan’s west side, but it is recognizably an ex-
ample of the same genre: it’s a gas station. 
Wright concludes from his visit that Texas 
is “a lowbrow society…that finds its fullest 
expression in a truck stop on the interstate.” 
The areas alongside intercity highways tend, 
for obvious reasons, to be home mostly to the 
unsentimental, un-quaint, unlovely, high-
volume/low-margin businesses that serve 
people in transit through places that do not 
have much of a sense of community because 
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there aren’t any communities there. The in-
terstate isn’t where you’re going, it’s how you 
get where you’re going—a means rather than 
an end. This is true in Texas, as it is true 
in Southern California, New Jersey, Maine, 
Ohio, and any other blasted and blighted 
slice of exurbia where three gas stations rub 
up against an Applebee’s and a Burger King.

Even as wright sneers at texas for 
the sin of having ugly commercial and 
transit zones indistinguishable from 

those in Connecticut or Oregon, he misses 
the story in front of his face. Convenience-
store owner Arch “Beaver” Aplin III (“Bea-
ver” and “the Third” coming together to form 
one of those wonderfully unlikely American 
names) built Buc-ee’s out of almost nothing in 
the 1980s, a time when the highways already 
were well stocked with gas stations selling fuel 
and fare (in Texas, the gas-station burrito is a 
food genre all its own, perfected by Allsup’s) 
and the market apparently saturated. How is 
it that Aplin (who is the opposite of the ste-
reotypical businessman braggart and hardly 
an emissary from “a lowbrow society”) went 
from owning one convenience store to owning 
a business with hundreds of millions of dollars 
in sales in such a mature market, while turn-
ing up his nose at a huge share of high-paying 
customers (Wright calls it a “truck stop,” but 
Buc-ee’s in fact excludes commercial trucks 
from its facilities) and paying remarkably high 
wages ($15 an hour) to car-wash attendants 
and cashiers? How many chain gas stations 
have admiring articles written about them in 
Bon Appétit? And how does a reporter in pos-
session of a Pulitzer Prize stand there in the 
middle of that story and never even think to 
ask a question?

Someone might have saved poor David 
Remnick some effort and mystification with 
this simple explanation: Wright doesn’t live 
in Texas—he lives in Austin, the world capi-
tal of extended adolescence. Wright’s rumi-
nations on Texas are those belonging to a 
familiar kind of permanent teenage holden-
caulfieldism associated with that city. Wright 
is a son of privilege who attended all-white 
schools in suburban Dallas—his wealthy fa-
ther was a socially prominent bank executive 
who was waiting to lunch with John Ken-
nedy when the president was assassinated 
by a Marxist in Dallas in 1963. Wright’s the 
worst kind of angry lefty: he cannot forgive 
American capitalism for giving him a life 
of opportunity and ease. Hence his sopho-
moric ranting about “corporate fascism” and 
his weakness for phony “authenticity.” He 
argues that Dallas’s post-assassination hu-
miliation not only was good for the city but 

that it in effect saved the city’s soul. A similar 
campaign of humiliation is what he seems to 
have in mind for Texas.

There is less thinking here than 
posturing. Channeling the same aw-
shucks cornpone offered up by other 

rich, liberal Texans such as Molly Ivins (the 
California-sourced daughter of a River Oaks 
millionaire who enjoyed taking her private-
school pals yachting before she developed that 
ridiculous put-on accent native to no place in 
Texas), Wright insists that he does not live in 
New York City or Washington because he is 

“too much of a rustic.” But he’s a funny kind 
of rustic: a rustic from one of the least rustic 
backgrounds imaginable, a rustic who grew 
up with the founder of Neiman Marcus as a 
family friend, a rustic who lives in a city with 
a metropolitan population north of 2 million, 
a rustic with a sideline business in Hollywood. 
The quest for authenticity often leaves one 
vulnerable to fraud, and Wright has fallen for 
the very ersatz Texanism that he here intends 
to expose and flay—the idea that the “real” 
Texas is to be found at some quaint out-of-the-
way steakhouse rather than in a Dell facility 
or Panhandle hydrocarbon cracker. 

God Save Texas is full of sloppy writing 
of the kind that raises the question of what 
exactly it is that book editors are for: us-
ing staunch when Wright means stanch, ca-
reen when he means career, jealousy when he 
means envy, nonplussed when he means un-
interested; deriding “Daddy Warbucks capi-
talism” as “heartless, rapacious, and preda-
tory”—the opposite of the benevolent ethic 
of Harold Gray’s self-made philanthropist 
in Little Orphan Annie; repeating the myth 
that Texas enjoys a unique right to subdivide 
itself into five states (Article IV, Section 3 of 
the U.S. Constitution confers the right of 
subdivision on all states, assuming legisla-
tive cooperation); classifying Louisiana as a 
Saudi-style petro-state without considering 
that health care and education employ about 
ten times as many people in the state as oil or 
wondering why its economy has sunk while 
Texas thrives. Those errors come alongside 
some truly strange assertions. Wright com-
plains that he knew no liberals and hardly 
any Democrats growing up in a state that 
was at the time almost uniformly Democrat-
ic and whose political foundation was New 
Deal liberalism. (I myself grew up not far 
from New Deal, Texas, surrounded by cot-
ton farmers who would barely spit the word 

“Republican”—but then, I worked at 7-Eleven 
and think Buc-ee’s is pretty interesting, so I 
suppose I have unfair advantages.) Only four 
of Dallas’s 59 theoretically nonpartisan may-

ors have been Republicans, and none served 
before the 1980s. Rick Perry first held office 
as a Democrat (his CV does not emphasize 
his energetic support for the presidential 
campaign of Al Gore) and Texas did not go 
all meshuga Republican until the 1990s. The 
state didn’t have a Republican governor be-
tween Reconstruction and the Reagan era. 
If Wright didn’t know any Democrats, he 
wasn’t looking very hard.

This book is full of evidence of not 
having looked very hard. Wright goes 
tottering here and there with potted 

biographies of Texas political and cultural 
figures, half-understood anthropologies of 
Houston and Dallas, reminiscences of a space 
program about which he evinces almost no 
knowledge at all (and a strange contempt: he 
recalls his disappointment at the pitiable sight 
of a space shuttle being carried by an airplane), 
and a fair bit of padding that adds nothing 
to what purports to be the argument. It has 
the feel of a collection of memoirs that should 
have been written by someone else. The 
book’s final chapter finds Wright shopping 
for a cemetery plot, which seems appropriate. 
Whatever power he may once have enjoyed 
as a writer has been expended. If this is what 
Wright can do, it would be better if he did not 
do anything at all. Let him retire to his fajitas 
and bicycling, and tell his LBJ anecdotes to 
whoever will listen.

Or perhaps to a hermitage where he 
might be more contented, maybe up around 
Woodstock or Big Sur. Texas, as it is—as it 
actually exists—does not suit him. And it 
plainly does not interest him, either, except 
as a vessel for his contempt and disappoint-
ment, neither of which seems to have a great 
deal to do with Texas per se. Wright repeat-
edly returns to the physical ugliness of Tex-
as’s public spaces, and what he abominates 
as the low tastes of its cultural powers. He 
mocks museums and galleries for boasting 
of the “largest display” of this and the “fin-
est collection” of that, the “largest Robert 
Rauschenberg painting,” the “largest paint-
ing by Mexican artist Rufino Tamayo.” Oh, 
here he’s got ’em! “Only in Texas is Large Art 
an aesthetic category.”

Because I, too, am a beneficiary of Ameri-
can capitalism, I read those words while 
sitting on a beautiful terrace in Rome with 
an arresting view of the Pantheon. Do you 
know how the Romans describe the Pan-
theon—what they boast of? That almost two 
millennia after its construction, it remains 
the world’s largest unreinforced concrete 
dome. They boast that the Coliseum was the 
largest amphitheater of its time. Paris boasts 
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of having the world’s largest number of an-
nual visitors…and the largest bicycle-sharing 
program outside of Asia. The world’s great 
cities compete to have the tallest building 
and the tallest examples of certain catego-
ries of buildings. Wright and his New Yorker 
colleagues surely must recall a certain New 
York City property developer boasting (inac-
curately, as is his habit) that after the 9/11 
attacks one of his buildings became the tall-
est in Manhattan. The Dallas curators’ pride 
in their collection of Chinese porcelain is rel-
atively modest. It is King of Prussia, Penn-
sylvania, and Aventura, Florida, duking it 
out for the title of nation’s largest shopping 
mall—Houston’s Galleria is way down there 
in a four-way tie for seventh.

Wright follows his fusillade against large-
ness with a sustained sneer at Wendy Russell 
Reves, the former model and philanthropist 
who donated a splendid collection of Euro-
pean art to a fledging Dallas museum but 
attached an “intransigent demand that her 
residence be faithfully reproduced in order 
to showcase the art.” If that seems strange 
to you, consider that Albert Barnes did ap-
proximately the same thing with his storied 
Barnes Foundation, specifying in the insti-

tution’s charter that his eccentric arrange-
ment of Matisses and Cézannes be displayed 
just as he left them, a request that was hon-
ored until the clowns to whom he entrusted 
his bequest ruined it. The difference is that 
Barnes was an East Coast physician with an 
Ivy League education, and Reves a hick from 
Texas. When the Barnes Foundation went to 
court and broke its indenture, overturning 
Barnes’s ban on loaning out his paintings, it 
took its famous collection on tour. The first 
stop was Fort Worth, Texas, where they no 
doubt boasted of just how many Renoirs were 
in the holdings. 

There is an interesting story to 
be told about Texas, and, contrary to 
what many of my conservative friends 

insist, it is not without exception a success 
story. Something weird did happen in Texas 
around the turn of the century, when its part-
ly prideful and partly self-deprecating sense 
of Texan-ness curdled and mutated into the 
strange and distasteful thing it is now. Wright 
almost gropes his way there with his compari-
son between AM Texas and FM Texas, which 
is to say, the Texas represented by right-wing 
talk radio and the Texas of well-heeled NPR-

listening progressives in Austin (or Winnetka 
Heights or Montrose). But Wright would 
have to get out of himself a little bit to tell that 
story, which is, as reality tends to be, more 
complicated than the just-so stories political 
partisans like to tell themselves. (Texas’s lead-
ing talk-radio figure is my friend Michael Ber-
ry of tiny Orange, Texas, and the University 
of…Nottingham, U.T. Austin’s sister school. 
He’s a politically moderate lawyer who once 
served as Houston’s youngest city councilman, 
married to an Indian-American woman who 
served as Texas’s secretary of state. The us-
vs.-them, white-hats/black-hats progressive 
story breaks down when confronted with the 
realities of Texas political life.) Wright, un-
fortunately for his readers, is almost entirely 
self-absorbed. His great takeaway from his 
account of the flooding following Hurricane 
Harvey is that it interfered with the premiere 
of a play he had written. There are remarkable 
stories related to that episode, and Wright’s is 
not one of them.

What to make of Texas? Don’t ask poor 
Lawrence Wright. He just lives there.

Kevin D. Williamson is the roving correspon-
dent for National Review.

COMPLETE YOUR 

COLLECTION WITH 

THE ESSENTIAL AND 

TIMELESS WRITINGS OF 

BELOVED COLUMNIST

CHARLES
KRAUTHAMMER

CHARLESKRAUTHAMMER.COM

COMPLETE YOUR COMPLETE YOUR 

COLLECTION WITH COLLECTION WITH 

THE ESSENTIAL AND THE ESSENTIAL AND 

TIMELESS WRITINGS OF TIMELESS WRITINGS OF 

BELOVED COLUMNISTBELOVED COLUMNIST

CHARLESCHARLES
KRAUTHAMMERKRAUTHAMMER

CHARLESKRAUTHAMMER.COMCHARLESKRAUTHAMMER.COM

COMPLETE YOUR 

COLLECTION WITH 

THE ESSENTIAL AND 

TIMELESS WRITINGS OF 

BELOVED COLUMNIST

CHARLES
KRAUTHAMMER

CHARLESKRAUTHAMMER.COM



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2018/19
Page 22

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Charles R. Kesler

2020 Foresight

It is less than two years until the 
end of President Donald Trump’s first 
term. Whether or not there will be a sec-

ond is already a consuming question.
Will he even choose to run? Since he estab-

lished his re-election committee last year, the 
earliest start of any president, the question may 
seem moot. But we’ve never had a billionaire 
president who would be 74 years old at his sec-
ond inauguration, and so it’s at least conceiv-
able that Trump might announce he has won 
so much in four years that even he has grown 
tired of winning.

Like the vast majority of presidents faced 
with the decision, however, the 45th will 
probably run again. He faces an uphill fight, 
as he did in 2016, though with the added con-
sideration that he has a record now. The first 
two years of the Trump presidency are in the 
books. What light might they shed on the 
coming contest?

Before the Nomination

In the first place, trump faces an 
unusual array of obstacles. Before he can 
claim his party’s nomination, he will have 

to survive some potentially formidable chal-

lenges, beginning with the multiplying inves-
tigations of his 2016 campaign and his presi-
dency. Of these, the one launched by his own 
Justice Department is central. 

Robert Mueller, the special counsel inves-
tigating the administration’s supposed col-
lusion with Russia, is the most implacable 
prosecutor since police inspector Javert began 
pursuing the hapless Jean Valjean. We shall 
see what Mueller has on Trump, if anything, 
when he gets around to issuing his report. But 
the possibility of an anticlimax seems to grow 
with every indictment of a Trump associate 
for…something other than collusion with 
Russia. The very notion of “collusion,” imply-
ing careful collaboration in a secret, deceptive 
project, appears foreign to this administra-
tion. On any given day, Trump is barely on 
speaking terms with his own White House 
advisors. If he can hardly cooperate with his 
own staff, how could he coordinate a plot with 
Russian Intelligence?

Nonetheless, Mueller has probed embar-
rassing aspects of Trump’s disorderly busi-
ness and personal life. It is here that the spe-
cial counsel could strike paydirt, or at least 
dirt. This would make Democrats happy, 
and provide fodder for their pornographic 

impeachment fantasies. And they are fan-
tasies: though it’s possible a majority of the 
Democratic-controlled House might indict 
the president, it’s almost unimaginable that 
two-thirds of the Republican-controlled 
Senate would vote to convict and remove 
him from office. Back in 1974 GOP sena-
tors told Richard Nixon to resign—or be 
impeached and convicted. Two decades later 
Democratic congressmen told Bill Clinton 
to fight it out, no matter what. Which les-
son do you think sticks with today’s Senate 
Republicans?

Besides, Trump, unlike Nixon, would not 
go quietly. And sober Democrats remember 
at least this cautionary lesson from l’affaire 
Clinton: the failed attempt to remove him 
from office made him more popular than 
ever. They don’t want their persecution of 
Trump to make him, at last, a sympathetic 
figure.

Which is why, of all the forces gather-
ing to deny Trump a shot at a second term, 
the most interesting and unexpected is the 
possibility of an intraparty challenger. No 
Republican upstart could count on defeating 
Trump in the primaries. The hope would be 
to damage him enough to cost him the gener-
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al election. Why would a Republican candi-
date collaborate in trying to throw the elec-
tion to a Democrat? Why would a Republi-
can collude—where’s a special counsel when 
you need one!—with the Democratic Party? 
Why would (to name a few reported to be 
weighing it) Senator Mitt Romney, Mary-
land Governor Larry Hogan, and Senator 
Ben Sasse, risk it?

Interest and Honor

Along with many right-wing, or 
formerly right-wing, Never Trumpers, 
these gentlemen claim that Trump 

dishonors the party, the presidency, and the 
country. For them, it is not a question of in-
terest so much—running against him would 
probably injure their political careers; and 
some of them, especially Romney, are prob-
ably better off because of Trump’s tax cuts. It 
is a matter of honor. The two are not mutually 
exclusive, inasmuch as doing the noble thing 
may sometimes conduce to one’s long-term 
advantage. But often doing the noble thing 
(e.g., rushing into a burning building to save 
someone’s life) means rising above, or harm-
ing, one’s own interest. 

If there is a persistent theme to the Never 
Trumpers’ and these potential challengers’ 

discontent, it is their passionate conviction 
that Trump exalts the spirit of self-interest 
and pleasure-seeking above the nobler vir-
tues of public service and love of the public 
good. They paint him as a corrupt figure, a 
bad man, even a “racist,” and their opposi-
tion to him comes closer to personal disgust 
or revulsion than to any merely political dis-
agreement over policy, though they do dis-
agree with him over immigration, trade, and 
other matters. 

Hence Hogan, Romney, and others con-
template running against Trump in the GOP 
presidential primaries in order, they tell one 
another, to save the country’s honor. Some 
even claim to be inspired by the late John Mc-
Cain’s brand of maverick courage. McCain 
cast the decisive vote against the GOP’s re-
peal of Obamacare, and conspicuously didn’t 
invite Trump to his funeral. But when in 2016 
he ran for re-election to the Senate, he ac-
cepted Trump’s endorsement. Even McCain’s 
courage had limits. The potential challengers 
wouldn’t resolve to oppose Trump in 2020 if 
they thought he could simply ignore the at-
tack or escape unscathed. The decision to 
enter the race would probably turn, therefore, 
on signs of his potential weakness—economic 
recession, foreign policy setbacks, drooping 
poll numbers. 

Saving America from Trump would mean, 
in this case, almost certainly delivering it 
into the Democrats’ hands, but like Teddy 
Roosevelt running against incumbent Wil-
liam Howard Taft in 1912, these would-be 
challengers rate that outcome as the lesser 
of two evils. (Honor plus interest, you might 
say.) Even as T.R. thought Taft would spoil 
the GOP’s reputation for idealistic Progres-
sivism, so they have persuaded themselves, 
or are trying to persuade themselves, that 
Trump’s reelection would spoil forever the 
compassionate conservative movement and 
this kinder, gentler country.

A similar chain of reasoning led T.R., after 
his 1912 race for the Republican nomination 
had been defeated, to run as a third-party 
candidate against Taft, effectively splitting 
the Republican vote and throwing the race to 
Woodrow Wilson, the Democrat. For fear of 
dividing the anti-Trump vote, none of our po-
tential challengers would likely exercise such 
a third-party option in 2020. But politics is a 
strange business, and if the Democratic nomi-
nee were so left-wing as to seem unelectable, 
or if the Democratic vote were about to split 
between the socialists and the billionaires 
(Michael Bloomberg or Howard Schultz), or 
if Trump’s candidacy simply swooned, a three-
way race might suddenly seem viable.
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This disdain for Trump’s disdain for mor-
alism would not have taken hold without 
some help from the man himself. It would be 
hard to imagine Trump defending his own 
selflessness because as a brash New Yorker, 
real estate tycoon, and TV celebrity he has 
never asserted such a thing. “The Donald” is, 
by definition, not self-effacing. 

For example, he promises to make “great 
deals” on behalf of the American people. To 
make a deal it’s usually necessary to cut some 
moral corners: to conceal or to dissemble the 
ultimate price you are willing to pay or to ac-
cept, and to exaggerate costs and benefits in 
the course of the negotiations. Trump enjoys 
the process, celebrated it in a book (The Art of 
the Deal), and dislikes politicians who think 
they’re above it, or who can’t occasionally drop 
their high-minded mask.

But there are disadvantages to non-stop 
egotism and egoism, summed up in the 
charge that his morality is purely, as they say, 

“transactional.” The art of “the deal” seems 
to imply that life is nothing more than one 
deal after another, without any permanent 
partners or friends, much less sacred ties of 
family, citizenship, and religion. The very 
shape of his business career—moving op-
portunistically from New York real estate to 
New Jersey casinos to reality TV to brand-
ing deals, sometimes leaving unhappy credi-
tors in his wake—lends itself to this inter-
pretation. Though this indictment is terribly 
one-sided, it is a side of Trump he likes to 
show in public.

Of all his potential Republican challeng-
ers, Romney is best positioned to press this 
critique of Trump, which is why I regard 
him as the most dangerous to the president 
should he enter the race. He is or was a busi-
nessman, too, but Romney doesn’t boast 
about cutting corners. He likes to think of 
himself as a moral capitalist, and as a reli-
gious and moral man simply, who stands for 
honor in both private and public life. During 
the 2016 Republican primaries, his denun-
ciation of Trump, though it came too late to 
make a difference, glowed with a fierce indig-
nation that none of Trump’s actual rivals for 
the nomination could muster. (For instance, 
he said Trump’s promises “were as worthless 
as a degree from Trump University.”)

As president, Trump sometimes has treat-
ed his political allies with astonishing indiffer-
ence and even disrespect, dismissing members 
of his staff and cabinet (e.g., Reince Priebus, 
Rex Tillerson, Jeff Sessions, Jim Mattis) with-
out even the courtesy of his Apprentice trade-
mark, a face-to-face “You’re fired.” He has 
been as shifting and elusive in negotiations 
with his Republican allies on the Hill as he 

has been with his Democratic congressional 
opponents. Such high-handedness will come 
back to haunt him, and betrays a position not 
so much above, as outside of, party, including 
his own GOP.

A president caught between the two par-
ties is a weak president. Transactional loyalty 
runs both ways. The number of tell-all books 
is bound to increase, as is the reluctance of 
congressional Republicans to help clean up 
his rhetorical and policy messes. Many subur-
ban GOP and independent voters who were 
with Trump in 2016 stayed home or voted 
Democratic in 2018. Pennsylvania, Michigan, 
and Wisconsin, which provided his margin of 
victory in the electoral college, trended Dem-
ocratic last November. Ties of mere interest 
are fickle. 

Yet his poll numbers are not in free fall. 
The Republicans gained seats in the Senate 
this time. Trump’s base remains loyal to him 

—because many conservatives see him not 
only as a guardian of their interests but also 

and by quiet contrasts more than emphatic 
confrontations, Trump seized the common-
sense middle ground of our politics and laid 
the premises for his coming campaign to mar-
ginalize the Democrats.

The speech opened by commemorating 
two anniversaries that showed “the majesty of 
America’s mission and the power of American 
pride.” The first was D-Day (75 years ago this 
June), the start of what General Eisenhower 
called “the Great Crusade,” when 75,000 

“young American men” stormed Europe “to 
save our civilization from tyranny.” He point-
ed to three of them, now 90-something-year-
olds, in the gallery. The second anniversary 
was Apollo 11’s landing on the moon (50 years 
ago this July); of the “brave young pilots” who 
made the journey and “planted that flag,” the 
sole survivor, Buzz Aldrin, rose and saluted 
from his seat in the gallery.

It was good theater, and even better politics. 
Ronald Reagan had struck similar chords; 
Barack Obama, too, though with subtle res-
ervations. But patriotic nationalism is out of 
fashion, especially among the leftists young 
and old who are planning to run for president 
or who are otherwise celebrated these days. 
Can anyone imagine Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez singing such paeans to American 
majesty and pride? Why, the very mention 
of a “great crusade” would have triggered her 
into a rattling denunciation of Islamophobia. 
Or Bernie Sanders, who longs to be the first 
socialist president—who would also be, and 
not exactly incidentally, our first chief execu-
tive to have honeymooned in the Soviet Union. 

Trump let the sheer political incorrectness 
of his remarks remain implicit. Those heroic 

“young American men” who liberated Europe 
stood in silent contrast to the Left’s contem-
porary obsession with toxic masculinity; and 
to the chaste virtue-signaling exhibited by 
what Lance Morrow called the “white-clad 
vestal brigade” of new Democratic congress-
women. Those woke priestesses would be 
puzzled by the notion of saving “our civiliza-
tion from tyranny,” insofar as they’ve learned 
at university that our civilization is tyranny, 
from the racism, sexism, and capitalism of 
which they have been elected to deliver us, in 
a political invasion far more consequential (in 
their fevered imaginations) than D-Day.

Trump spoke movingly of his, and Amer-
ica’s, horror of late-term abortion, which he 
put tacitly in the context of the Nazi horrors 
to which those American boys had put an end. 
His lengthy discourse on immigration policy, 
one of the best of his presidency, emphasized 
its moral dimensions, and the way that “mass 
illegal migration” unfairly burdened the work-
ing class with “reduced jobs, lower wages,…

as standing for something rare, admirable, 
and patriotic.

Choose Greatness

Trump’s campaign slogan was “make 
America Great Again.” The goal of 
greatness, as Trump invokes it, embrac-

es both interest and honor. It strives to unite 
might and right in a proud or honorable com-
bination, a distinctively American combination 
that we have lost, or at least are in danger of los-
ing. To make her great again means America 
was once great and that it is in our power to 
make her so once more. It is our choice. Nei-
ther greatness nor decline is inevitable.

Trump wove these themes together bril-
liantly in his second State of the Union Ad-
dress, the opening salvo of his 2020 campaign 
against the Democrats. Though not well de-
livered by normal standards, the speech dis-
played a deep political cunning and a gratify-
ing statesmanship. More in sadness than anger, 

The goal of greatness,
as Trump invokes it, 

strives to unite might
and right in a

distinctively American 
combination that

we have lost.
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and a depleted social safety net.” His redis-
covery of pre-Cold War Republican policies 
continued with his defense of tariffs and trade 
protectionism on grounds of national defense 
and fairness to American workers.

Perhaps the most striking moment, send-
ing a kind of premonitory shudder through 
the Democrats and offering a clear preview 
of the 2020 contest, was Trump’s warning 
against socialism. “America was founded on 
liberty and independence, and not govern-
ment coercion, domination, and control. We 
are born free and we will stay free. Tonight,” 
he declared, “we renew our resolve that 
America will never be a socialist country.” He 
had Venezuela at hand as an example of so-
cialist folly and evil. He didn’t have to men-
tion that the Nazis were socialists, too. From 
their dreams of socialism, a Green New Deal, 
and Medicare for All, the Democrats in the 
chamber suddenly seemed…woke. They sat 
there, stunned, or at least silent, realizing 
that soon they would have to face this man 
in the ring. As Mike Tyson said, “Everybody 
has a plan until they get hit.” And Trump 
was only sparring.

At the end Trump returned to D-Day, to 
those “young men of 18 and 19, hurtling on 
fragile landing craft toward the most momen-
tous battle in the history of war,” and to those 
whose lives and freedom they saved, includ-
ing the two Holocaust survivors in the gal-
lery. Why did those young men do it? Trump 
asked. “Their cause was this nation and gener-

ations yet unborn…. They did it for America. 
They did it for us.” They chose greatness, and 
freedom, and life, as we should, too. Let the 
Democrats run on infanticide, socialism, and 
porous borders.

 
The Persuasion Gap

It was a smart speech highlighting 
an attractive form of civic nationalism. At 
the least, it will make it harder for leftists 

and Never Trumpers to compare Trump to 
Hitler—harder, but they will still do it, be-
cause they can’t help themselves. At its best, 
this State of the Union foreshadows the terms 
on which the president may enlarge his base 
of support, and perhaps win a majority of the 
popular vote, in 2020.

Yet his SOTU from 2018 was also a very 
effective address. Does anyone remember it? 
This president has given some good set-piece 
speeches but their influence, not only on pub-
lic opinion but even within his own adminis-
tration, seems to have faded rapidly. Reagan’s 
and Obama’s speeches set the tone for their 
presidencies. They and their spokesmen and 
appointees referred back to the speeches in 
order to explain where the country was and 
whither it was tending, and in order to justify 
what the administration was doing.

Trump’s speeches tend to disappear in the 
next day’s or next week’s Twitter storm. This 
is unfortunate, because if Americans could 
focus on his more deliberative statements 

they would have a less chaotic, more consis-
tent view of his policies and goals. They could 
see his administration unfolding in a series of 
choices, i.e., deliberate decisions connecting 
means to ends, rather than in a daily hail-
storm of congratulation and indignation. 

Andrew Roberts, whose Churchill: Walking 
With Destiny is deservedly a bestseller, said in 
January that Winston Churchill would have 
been a master tweeter, a virtuoso of vitriol and 
wit in 280 characters. But still, those tweets 
would have been ornaments to his speeches, 
not a substitute for them. Twitter is anti-de-
liberative most of the time, and needs to have 
a dignified connection to something greater 
than itself. Reagan, and a fortiori Churchill, 
used their speeches to introduce and explain 
important policies, but Trump has advanced 
his own policies with little or no rhetorical 
cover. An egregious example is the decision to 
withdraw U.S. forces from Syria, announced 
via Twitter. It isn’t necessary to stop tweeting, 
but it is urgent to pursue a larger strategy of 
persuasion.

Mrs. Thatcher’s famous motto was, “First 
you win the argument, then you win the vote.” 
The Trump Administration needs to keep its 
eye on the argument, if it intends to win the 
vote. 

Charles R. Kesler is editor of the Claremont Re-
view of Books and the Dengler-Dykema Distin-
guished Professor of Government at Claremont 
McKenna College.
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Book Review by Angelo M. Codevilla

Defending the Nation
The Virtue of Nationalism, by Yoram Hazony.

Basic Books, 304 pages, $30

For yoram hazony, governments are 
either nations or empires. This is a more 
superficial distinction than Aristotle’s, 

for whom a regime’s purpose is paramount, 
whether ruled by one, few, or many. Despite 
its limitations, however, Hazony’s new book, 
The Virtue of Nationalism, is worth reading be-
cause it focuses so succinctly on what nations 
are, why they are good, what distinguishes na-
tions from empires, and why Western elites’ 
attempt to drown nations in “liberal” supra-
nationalist institutions is bad. The book pres-
ents “an anti-imperialist theory that seeks to 
establish a world of free and independent na-
tions”—un monde des patries, as Charles de 
Gaulle would have said.

The president of the Herzl Institute in 
Jerusalem, and himself an Israeli, Hazony is a 
proud part of the prototypical nation: a people 
forever defined by the covenant they made with 
the Lord God. In quasi-Platonic terms, Israel is 
thus the idea of the nation. Others are nations 
insofar as they approach that idea. The Israel-
ites defined themselves by their adherence to 
God, who shaped His people morally by giv-
ing them the Ten Commandments to instruct 

them in basic personal behavior. Hazony calls 
these “the moral minimum.” God at once en-
dowed and limited his nation by giving them a 
land to be their own, while warning them—as 
he does in Deuteronomy 2:4-19—to “meddle 
not” with other peoples, whom He had also en-
dowed with lands to be their own.

Ye are to pass through the coast of your 
brethren the children of Esau, which 
dwell in Seir…. Meddle not with them; 
for I will not give you of their land, no, 
not so much as a foot breadth; because 
I have given mount Seir unto Esau 
for a possession…. Distress not the 
Moabites, neither contend with them in 
battle: for I will not give thee of their 
land for a possession; because I have 
given Ar unto the children of Lot for a 
possession…. And when thou comest 
nigh over against the children of Am-
mon, distress them not, nor meddle 
with them: for I will not give thee of the 
land of the children of Ammon any pos-
session; because I have given it unto the 
children of Lot for a possession.

From the beginning, then, Hazony shows 
that the prototypical nation was “living within 
limited borders alongside other independent 
nations…and uninterested in bringing its 
neighbors under its rule.” It welcomed strang-
ers who said, as Ruth did, “thy people shall be 
my people, and thy God my God.” God willed 
that Israel rule itself, as the prophet Jeremiah 
declared: “And their nobles shall be of them-
selves, and their governor shall proceed from 
the midst of them.” Its rulers would serve the 
people, because only God Himself is master 
of all. Having freed Israel from the Egyptian 
empire, the Lord settled His people in the 
midst of the Assyrian, Babylonian, and other 
Near Eastern empires, whose masters intend-
ed to deprive of self-rule as many peoples—
nations—as they could conquer. 

Hazony rightly reminds us that 
“all states are perpetually on the 
verge of losing their cohesion and 

independence.” The Hebrew Bible first taught 
the fragility of political order, “at every mo-
ment either rising or falling, moving toward 
either consolidation or dissolution,” depend-



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2018/19
Page 27

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

ing on “whether human freedom is aided or 
hindered by the state, and whether the ex-
tension of the imperial state [leads or not] to 
mankind’s enslavement.” Peoples who are free 
to rule themselves are perpetually at risk of 
giving up the conditions of nationhood—the 
moral minimum and independence—and 
hence of being absorbed into empires, as the 
Israelites eventually became the successive 
vassals of the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, 
and Romans.

Empire also results from the mistaken faith 
that only an authority superior to discrete 
peoples can prevent their pursuit of disparate 
purposes from ruining peace and prosperity. 
Hazony may be excused for attributing the 
Western world’s taste for empire to Catholic 
Christianity. But regarding the Holy Roman 
Empire as a continuation of Roman imperial-
ism, as he does, misconstrues Christian politi-
cal thought.

In fact, Pope Gelasius I’s doctrine of “the 
two swords,” secular and spiritual, restating 
as it does Augustine’s City of God, simply re-
iterates Christ’s distinction between duties 
to Caesar and duties to God. Hazony him-
self notes the same distinction, and tension, 
between the demands of what he calls the 

“right of national self-determination” (secular 
power) and those of the “moral minimum.” 

What’s more, the medieval political order 
was anything but imperial: countless juris-
dictions flexed manifold autonomies. The 
emperor was one German potentate among 
many. 

Hazony credits the Protestant Reforma-
tion for having introduced diversity in Chris-
tendom. But in fact, for good and ill, it only 
confirmed its constituent parts’ growing inde-
pendence. Hazony cites Sir John Fortescue’s 
De Laudibus Legum Angliae (In Praise of the 
Laws of England, circa 1470) as an example of 
the new diversity. But Fortescue was describ-
ing laws and customs elaborated during the 
Middle Ages, while kingdoms in Spain and 
Christian republics in Italy were doing the 
same. Throughout Europe, post-Reformation 
politics became much harsher as rulers, Prot-
estant as well as Catholic, arrogated to them-
selves spiritual as well as temporal powers—
for which they were roundly criticized by 
both Catholic cardinal Roberto Bellarmino 
and Protestant divine Richard Hooker.

America’s founding generation 
was both steeped in the Bible and con-
firmed by circumstance and habit to 

decide things for themselves. They rebelled in 
the name of a politics such as Fortescue had 
described, arising from a version of Christian 

politics that, by then, was a distant memory. 
Having come a long way to get clear from the 
rest of the world, the colonists were keen to 
keep clear—and assumed that they could stay 
clear because the world is rightly made up of 
independent nations. Conscious as they were 
that their county’s future greatness would 
tempt their progeny to follow Rome’s path, 
they eschewed the Pax Romana explicitly. 
Nevertheless, any number of Americans to-
day, including conservatives, yearn to admin-
ister a Pax Americana.

But in America, where imperialism is a 
curse word, advocacy of such things as the 
European Union, Hazony points out, “is 
conducted in a murky newspeak riddled 
with euphemisms such as ‘new world order,’ 
‘ever-closer union,’ ‘openness,’ ‘globaliza-
tion,’ ‘global governance,’ ‘pooled sovereignty,’ 
‘rules-based order,’ ‘universal jurisdiction,’ 
‘international community,’ ‘liberal interna-
tionalism,’ ‘transnationalism,’ ‘American 
leadership,’…and so on.”

He strives to show how modern liberalism 
subverts any people’s capacity for nationhood 
and readies them to become imperial subjects. 
Citizens need “the minimum requirements for 
a life of personal freedom and dignity for all,” 
which, in turn comes from observing the Ten 
Commandments or something close. This 
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provides the strength and coherence (wisdom, 
too?) for securing “political independence…a 
right of self-determination…the right to gov-
ern themselves under their own national con-
stitutions and churches without interference 
from foreign powers.” “Yet these two princi-
ples,” he observes,

also stand in tension with each other…. 
[N]atural standards of legitimacy…
[mean] that nations cannot do rightly 
whatever they please…. On the other 
hand the principle of national freedom 
strengthens and protects the unique in-
stitutions, traditions, laws.

This tension “imparted a unique dynamism to 
the nations of Europe”—and, one might add, 
to the United States.

This beneficent nationhood is being un-
done from within by what Hazony calls the 

“liberal construction,” namely, the assump-
tion that “there is only one principle at the 
base of legitimate political order: individual 
freedom.” Its root, he argues, is John Locke’s 
contention in his Second Treatise that “con-
sent” is the only bond between human beings. 

“[T]he individual becomes a member of a hu-
man collective only because he has agreed to 
it, and has obligations to that collective only 

if he has accepted them.” That individual is 
motivated, argues Harzony, only to achieve 
and preserve a secure and pleasant life. “Any-
one embracing [such premises] would be un-
able to understand, much less defend, the ex-
istence of the family…. [I]n real life, nations 
are communities bound together by mutual 
bonds of loyalty, carrying forward particular 
traditions…common historical memories, 
language and texts, rites and boundaries…
identification with their forefathers and a 
concern for what will be the fate of future 
generations.”

Like notre dame’s patrick j. deneen, 
Hazony sees modern progressivism 
as the culmination rather than the re-

pudiation of the founders’ liberalism. Thus, 
America was corrupt from the start. Yet, an 
elementary acquaintance with the founders’ 
writings should be enough to show that they 
did not read Locke in the way Hazony and 
Deneen do. Consider John Quincy Adams’s 
description, in his 1821 Fourth of July speech, 
of the Americans who declared independence: 

[T]he people of the North American 
union, and of its constituent states, 
were associated bodies of civilized men 
and Christians, in a state of nature…

bound by the laws of God, which they 
all, and by the laws of the gospel, which 
they nearly all, acknowledged…by the 
principles which they themselves had 
proclaimed in the declaration…by all 
those tender and endearing sympathies, 
the absence of which, in the British 
government and nation, towards them, 
was the primary cause of the distressing 
conflict in which they had been precipi-
tated…by all the beneficent laws and in-
stitutions, which their forefathers had 
brought with them from their mother 
country…by habits of hardy industry, 
by frugal and hospitable manners, by 
the general sentiments of social equality, 
by pure and virtuous morals; and lastly 
they were bound by the grappling-hooks 
of common suffering under the scourge 
of oppression…. Had there been among 
them no other law, they would have 
been a law unto themselves.

Any people that lacks adherence to laws 
natural and divine, reverence for their an-
cestral institutions, habits of frugality and 
industry, general sentiments of social equal-
ity, pure and virtuous morals, and a willing-
ness to endure personal suffering for common 
causes—in short, who lack “bonds of mutual 
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loyalty”—is a collection of individuals whose 
consent is always up for grabs. Such people 
cannot become, nor long endure as, a nation.

Nor can such people hope to find peace and 
justice under any supra-national arrangement. 
That is because the question “who rules?” hov-
ers over all politics. The answer, which Plato 
and Aristotle never forgot and which Hazony 
reminds his readers, is: more often than not, 
rulers rule on their own behalf. Even imperial 
imposition of impartial norms is an illusion 
because, invariably, empires reflect the em-
peror’s character. As Hazony explains:

The empire…necessarily concerns itself 
with abstract categories…that are, in its 
eyes, “universal.” But these categories 
are always detached from the circum-
stances and interests, traditions and as-
pirations of the particular clan or tribe 
to which they are now to be applied. 
This means that from the perspective of 
the particular clan or tribe, imperial law 
will often appear to be ill-conceived, un-
just, and perverse. Yet…the unique clan 
or tribe with no standing to protest…
must inevitably strike the imperial or-
der as narrow-minded.

More importantly, “the imperial state has to 
be built on some bond of mutual loyalty, or its 
solders will not be willing to fight and die for 
it.” This means that every empire depends on 

“a ruling nation, its language and customs, and 
its unique way of understanding the world.”

This discussion would have been 
more enlightening had Hazony de-
scended from generalities to describe 

the empires that have ruled so much of man-
kind for so long, and then compared them 
with the “liberal empire” that attracts so 
many of today’s elites. The best such discus-
sion is James Kurth’s “The Adolescent Em-
pire” (National Interest, Summer 1997). Con-
sistent with classical philosophy, Kurth cites 
particulars to show that every empire reflect-
ed and promoted a certain type of person 
and corresponding way of life. For the Span-
ish empire it was the priestly warrior, Ignatius 
of Loyola. The British empire was by, of, and 
for Harrow’s and Eton’s noble graduates. The 
brief post-World War II American empire 
was about Dwight Eisenhower, George Mar-
shall, and Dean Acheson—intensely practical 
adults. Kurth then asks what human type his 
contemporary America honored, what way of 
life did it promote? Youthful entertainers like 

Michael Jackson and Michael Jordan, he re-
grets to say.

Since then, a very different kind of per-
son has set the tone of life in America and 
the rest of the Western world. In our time, 
adults imitate and children aspire to become 
wealthy, well-connected CEOs, such as Tes-
la’s Elon Musk and Facebook’s Mark Zuck-
erberg, or one of the bankers or high-ranking 
officials who join them for the World Eco-
nomic Forum’s annual meeting every January 
in Davos, Switzerland, for conspicuous con-
sumption, collusion, and self-congratulation. 
And in fact, during the past quarter-century, 
Newspeak terms like “multilateralism,” “new 
world order,” “globalization,” “pooled sover-
eignty,” and “rules-based order” have meant 
neither more nor less than more power and 
wealth for “Davos Man.” Hence, in practice, 
Hazony’s choice between “nationalism” and 

“imperialism” asks whether Europeans and 
Americans will succeed in clawing back the 
power—domestic and international—they 
have ceded to Davos Man’s empire.

Unfortunately, readers must 
wait a hundred pages before the 
book’s key term is defined. A “nation,” 

Hazony writes, is:

a number of tribes with a shared heri-
tage, usually including a common lan-
guage or religious traditions, and a 
past history of joining together against 
common enemies—characteristics that 
permit tribes so united to understand 
themselves as a community distinct 
from other such communities that are 
their neighbors.

There is nothing here either about indepen-
dence or morality, though Hazony adds both 
two pages later without connecting them to 
the original definition. He also considers India 
a nation, though it has none of the main defini-
tion’s qualities, never mind a moral minimum.

The author’s explanation for European na-
tionalism’s violent history may be the book’s 
weakest point. Although the leaders may be 

“sometimes misguided,” he writes, “wars be-
tween national states tend to be relatively lim-
ited in their aims, in the resources invested in 
them, and in the scale of the destruction and 
misery they cause.” Nevertheless, Europe has 

“known general wars of virtually unlimited dev-
astation” because, Hazony asserts, these were 
not really national wars but ideological wars 

“in the name of some universal doctrine.” This 

includes the Second World War, “in which a 
German-Nazi empire aimed at establishing a 
new order according to its own perverse univer-
sal theory.” That is a plausible explanation, but 
weak. Most of the Second World War’s fight-
ers—Germans and Russians, too—fought for 
their nation rather than for Nazism or Com-
munism or democracy.

World war i is hazony’s pons asi-
norum. Like Lenin in Imperialism, 
the Highest Stage of Capitalism, he 

attributes the European powers’ drift to war 
to their struggles for overseas empire. The 
Great War’s combatants were “world states,” 
not national states, he argues. Alas, not so. In 
fact they had become what one might call “idol 
states,” objects of cult, ritual, and human sac-
rifice. The process had begun in the late 15th 
century. As kings gained ascendancy over the 
Church, they focused even more popular sen-
timent onto themselves. 

As the French Revolution finished severing 
government’s legitimacy from Christianity, it 
wrapped government—especially its military 
side—in pseudo-religious ritual, complete 
with national anthems, the most explicit of 
which was “Deutschland Über Alles,” or Ger-
many Over All, which replaced officially what 
had been Prussia’s unofficial anthem, “Nun 
Dank Wir Aller Gott,” Now Thank We All 
Our God. Nineteenth-century European 
literature presents each nation as a self-con-
tained “race,” with its own “genius,” and that 
devotion to the nation was indeed “über alles.” 
Nothing stood in that pseudo-religious devo-
tion’s way. Socialists were sure that since the 
workers had no fatherland, they would not 
fight each other. But did they ever! And the 
Christian churches, instead of pointing out 
that the Great War’s disproportion between 
harm inflicted and goods sought was the very 
definition of unjust war, abetted its slaugh-
ter. The nationalism of that era died a bloody 
death, between 1914 and 1918, for better and 
for worse.

But that nationalism is not today’s prob-
lem. We suffer instead from the insidious 
growth of an imperialism that seeks to ex-
pand its global reach while feeding on the last 
of its decomposing remains. Because Yoram 
Hazony’s The Virtue of Nationalism states the 
essence of today’s problem so clearly, we may 
cheerfully overlook its shortcomings.

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

Tribes ‘R’ Us
Political Tribes: Group Instinct and the Fate of Nations, by Amy Chua.

Penguin Press, 304 pages, $28

Our progressive march toward a 
harmonious, borderless world, with 
universally accepted rules governing 

everything from commerce to human rights, 
appears to have stalled. Though globaliza-
tion’s devotees continue their annual political 
pilgrimage to Davos, most political leaders 
appear more interested in protecting their cit-
izens or ensuring their regime’s survival than 
in solving “global challenges.” Global citizen-
ship’s promise and the exalted values of diver-
sity and inclusivity, moreover, don’t seem to 
appeal to the masses. People are preoccupied 
with the fate of their own cities, neighbor-
hoods, families, friends, and—yes—nations. 
The quest to create global citizens who fer-
vently face the day’s global challenges—from 
sweating polar bears to plastic swirling in the 
oceans—leaves them cold.

The most common response to such in-
difference is condemnation. Before being 
elected president, Barack Obama bitterly 
complained about people clinging to their 

“guns or religion.” Hillary Clinton similarly 
derided the “deplorables” who wouldn’t ac-
cept the progressive agenda. Donald Trump’s 
2016 electoral victory and analogous develop-
ments in Europe have drawn denunciations 
on both sides of the Atlantic. Learned crit-
ics fear the world is regressing to a condition 
where states have borders, mass migration 
is controlled, and nations protect their heri-
tage. Instead of postmodern globalization, 
we seem to be relapsing into the pre-modern 
age of nationalism and tribalism. War, they 
think, is surely to follow.

In her new book, political tribes, yale 
professor Amy Chua tells the worried Da-
vos man to calm down. Chua—whose first 

book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother (2011), 
became a New York Times bestseller for four 
months—explains that the desire to belong to 
a group—a tribe—is neither unique to pre-
modern man nor a modern redneck psychosis, 
but simply part of our human nature. In the 

book’s first words Chua states a truth most of 
us know, though it bears repeating:

Humans are tribal. We need to belong 
to groups. We crave bonds and at-
tachments, which is why we love clubs, 
teams, fraternities, family.

This need to belong demarcates our tribe 
from others: the “tribal instinct is not just an 
instinct to belong. It is also an instinct to ex-
clude.” We love our kids, not just kids in gen-
eral; we crave these friends, not friendship in 
the abstract. 

Left, Right, center, progressive or con-
servative, nationalist or globalist—we are 
all tribal. Many reject that claim, believing 
they’ve achieved a higher level of civilization. 

“American elites,” Chua observes, “often like to 
think of themselves as the exact opposite of 
tribal, as ‘citizens of the world’ who celebrate 
universal humanity and embrace global, cos-
mopolitan values.” That’s plain silly, of course; 
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they simply belong to a cosmopolitan tribe as 
judgmental and exclusive as any other. Chua’s 
strong introduction refreshingly describes 
groups across the ideological spectrum as just 
that—groups—which necessarily exclude 
outsiders.

Unfortunately, after this prom-
ising beginning, her book meanders, 
becoming multiple books com-

pressed into one lengthy pamphlet on the 
United States’s ills. Five of her eight chapters 
recount how Americans, in particular, fail to 
understand tribes. We become involved in 
wars without understanding the motivations 
of the parties we support or oppose. As a re-
sult our foreign policy generates one disaster 
after another. Chua begins with the Viet-
nam War, in which U.S. policymakers mis-
diagnosed Vietnamese motivations, ignoring 
the anti-Chinese sentiments of the majority 
of the local population. The reader is next 
transported to Afghanistan where, since the 
Soviet invasion, we’ve ignored the intricate 
tribal divisions between Pashtuns and other 
ethnicities. Iraq presents another example of 
our failure to understand tribes—though a 
brilliant officer, H.R. McMaster, got his sol-
diers to develop in-depth knowledge of Iraqi 
tribal configurations, so there’s hope. But 
the problem was (and is) much bigger, and 
a few brave individuals could only address 
the symptoms rather than the deep causes. 
As she notes, the prevailing belief is that 
“markets and democracy would transform 
the world into a community of prosperous, 
peace-loving nations, and individuals into 
civic-minded citizens and consumers.” In-
stead, we find tribes killing each other, and 
enjoying it.

Chua next examines Islamist tribalism, 
showing how group mentality can lead to 

acts of unspeakable brutality. She warns that 
ISIS and similar terror groups will continue 
to form so long as Muslims feel victimized 
throughout the world. A chapter on Venezu-
ela—another country we don’t understand—
follows. Hugo Chavez’s rise was surprising 
only to those who did not comprehend the 
deep cleavages in Venezuelan society, driven 
by skin color (Latin American societies are, 
we’re told, “pigmentocratic,” favoring those 
with lighter skin color) and wealth inequality. 

Chua’s dizzying survey ends with Trump 
and the United States, moving from “Nascar 
nation” to “Occupy Wall Street,” from MS-13 
to the more than 50 Facebook designations 
of gender. Her overarching point is that the 
United States, torn by tribalism, no longer 
acts as a “super-group” in which tribes coexist. 
Undoubtedly, there is something to this: the 
continued postmodern insistence on identity 
as the self-realization of individual preference 
is indeed splintering society.

Unfortunately, in trying to ex-
plain everything, from the Vietnam 
War to President Trump’s appeal, Po-

litical Tribes loses its analytical value. At the 
heart of this problem is its bloated concept 
of tribes, encompassing family and friends, 
churches and Berkeley activists, ethnic and 
racial groups, social classes and sports fans—
the list goes on. When “antifa” and the family 
are both “tribes,” equal in their effects on soci-
ety, the concept becomes of questionable util-
ity. Not every woman is my wife and not every 
kid is my kid—and I won’t pay for college for 
anyone but my kids. We naturally prefer our 
own. But this preference does not make me a 
racist or a hater of other groups.

Not all tribes are created equal. Some are 
necessary for a well-ordered polity; others, de-
structive of it. The whims of utterly confused, 

gender-bending millennials are not compa-
rable to a family that works hard at passing 
traditions and culture to the next generation. 
The problem is not with “tribes,” but with 
some of them. The difficult, divisive question 
is: which tribes are the problem?

Given the impossibility of answering this 
question without taking a clear stand, Chua 
is left with only a vague hope that the U.S. 
will transcend its current tribal fights. But it 
remains unclear how this will occur: Chua 
senses only a “shift.” For instance, we are mov-
ing past our tribal differences over same-sex 
marriage, she claims; and the all-minority cast 
portraying the Founding Fathers in Hamilton 
indicates for her a similar transcendence of 
race. Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Lin-Manuel 
Miranda are among her heroes. If “we’re to 
come together as a nation,” Chua declares, 

“we all need to elevate ourselves.” 
But is accepting a drastic redefinition of 

marriage or rewriting history really a sign of 
a return to a more united and ordered com-
munity? The divide in the U.S. and the West 
largely arises from our inability to agree on 
the fundamental issues of justice and the good 
life—not just on proper levels of taxation or 
the scope of foreign military involvements. 
If to “elevate ourselves” means accepting the 
existence of an objective reality, a higher law 
to which our laws ought to be “brothers” (as 
Socrates says in Plato’s Crito), then there’s 
hope. Unfortunately, Amy Chua’s assump-
tions prevent her from seeing it.

A former senior advisor in the Office of Policy 
Planning at the U.S. Department of State, Jakub 
J. Grygiel is associate professor of politics at The 
Catholic University of America, and author, most 
recently, of Return of the Barbarians: Confront-
ing Non-State Actors from Ancient Rome to 
the Present (Cambridge University Press).
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Essay by Christopher DeMuth

Trumpism, Nationalism, and Conservatism

Trumpism has an essence, and that 
essence is nationalism. It is the Ameri-
can version of the revival of the spirit 

of nationhood in the rich democracies of the 
North Atlantic. It is bigger than President 
Trump’s personality and program, and is cer-
tain to outlast the drama and fate of his ten-
ure in office.

A useful analogy is the 1848 “Spring of Na-
tions,” when ecstatic revolutionary uprisings 
swept across continental Europe and Scan-
dinavia, taking everyone by surprise. The tar-
get of discontent was the self-absorbed global 
elites of the day—pan-European networks of 
monarchs, royalty, and aristocrats. The popu-
lar demands went under various banners with 
many local variations—national self-deter-
mination, liberal reform, democracy, and the 
then-amorphous notion of “socialism.” Their 
common goal was representative government 
for people united by language, religion, cul-
ture, and geography.

The uprisings, spontaneous and disorga-
nized, were largely suppressed by the end of 
the year. But they reflected irrepressible social 

changes—the emergence of a sizable middle 
class, the discontent of workers and rural 
serfs and outcasts, and the introduction of 
consciousness-raising communications media 
such as popular magazines and the telegraph. 
The years to come would see the establishment 
of new nations (including Germany and Italy), 
the formation of representative assemblies in 
many nations new and old, and the extension 
of the voting franchise to many or all adult men.

Our nationalist upheavals have been much 
less violent than those of 1848, but they have 
been similarly abrupt and tumultuous. They 
have pressed upon and sometimes trespassed 
contemporary boundaries of civil politics. 
And the similarities, I believe, run deeper. In 
what follows, I argue that our upheavals are 
the result of powerful social and technologi-
cal developments that have weakened our in-
stitutions of representative government. Har-
nessing today’s nationalist impulses is a task 
for conservatives and libertarians, who stand 
in the shoes of the liberal reformers of the 
middle and late 19th century. I have several 
suggestions for how to proceed.

Anywheres vs. Somewheres

Donald trump’s presidential can-
didacy began as a furious attack on 
both the Democratic and Republican 

political establishments, and a vow to do some-
thing neither party had done recently—to put 

“America First.” In both respects, his campaign 
and presidency have been strikingly similar to 
the nationalist movements in England and Eu-
rope, from Brexit to the E.U.-skeptic govern-
ments in Poland, Hungary, and Italy, to the 
neo-nationalist parties of Germany and France. 
In each case, the insurgents have claimed that 
their nation’s political and business leaders are 
really part of, and loyal to, an international elite 
with its own, self-serving agenda. The elites 
sacrifice the sovereignty of their home nations 
in ways—from free trade and open immigra-
tion to murky treaties and remote bureaucra-
cies—that harm many of their countrymen.

The harmed countrymen are, dispropor-
tionately, less educated, working-class, old-
stock hinterlanders and, in the urban centers, 
laborers and service providers. They feel they 
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have been left behind by modern society and 
government, and have now at last found ro-
bust political representation in the national-
ist movements. Their electoral successes have 
come as a surprise, sometimes as late as the 
evenings the votes were counted. The shocked 
establishments of each nation—incumbent 
politicians of Left and Right, government ca-
reerists, mainstream media and entertainers, 
executives of leading corporations, academics 
and intellectuals—have responded in striking 
unison. The political arrivistes, they say, are 
ill-informed populists, xenophobic at best, 
racist at worst, inflamed by irrational hatred 
of immigrants, exhibiting authoritarian ten-
dencies. In Hillary Clinton’s incautious term, 

“deplorables.” Europe’s leading international-
ists, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and 
French President Emmanuel Macron, have 
coordinated their actions and policies to help 
each other keep their nationalist movements 
at bay. The synchronous counterattacks have 
seemed to validate the charge of an autono-
mous global elite.

These developments have scrambled tradi-
tional partisan alignments and, in some nations 
such as Italy, produced governing coalitions of 
the far Left and Right that would have been 
inconceivable just a few years ago. The new di-
vide is conventionally described in economic 
or regional terms, but it is best understood as 
social and cultural. The British political ana-
lyst David Goodhart, in his superb book The 
Road to Somewhere (2017), describes the divide 
as the “Anywheres” versus the “Somewheres.” 
These are what sociologists call ideal-typical 
categories—they synthesize group tendencies 
in order to illuminate some larger issue. I think 
Anywheres and Somewheres are more useful 
than the loaded political categories of “elites” or 

“establishment” on the one hand and “Trumpi-
ans” or “nationalists” on the other.

el, easy long-distance communications, and 
multinational business corporations. The eco-
nomic divide between those who did and did 
not graduate from college has been growing 
for decades. So why is it that they have burst 
upon the political scene, all across the ad-
vanced democracies, in just a few short years—
suddenly and by surprise, accompanied by 
angry polarization and sometimes violence, 
threatening serious instability?

Several recent books address this question, 
including David Goodhart’s just mentioned, 
Yuval Levin’s The Fractured Republic back in 
2016, and, just in 2018, Sir Roger Scruton’s 
Where We Are, F. H. Buckley’s The Republican 
Workers Party, and Tucker Carlson’s Ship of 
Fools. I have an explanation of my own, based 
on my studies of regulation and the admin-
istrative state. I believe that an important 
cause of our political turmoil is the decline 
of representative government—where law is 
enacted by elected legislatures—and the rise 
of declarative government—where law is dis-
pensed by bureaucracies and courts.

In recent decades, the U.S. Congress has 
permitted its constitutional powers to atrophy. 
It has delegated its lawmaking powers: voting 
for clean air and gender equality by lopsided 
margins, but leaving the hard choices—the real 
legislating—to specialized agencies in the ex-
ecutive branch. It has abandoned regular bud-
geting and appropriations and put most federal 
spending on autopilot, which has greatly weak-
ened its “power of the purse” over the executive 
agencies. And it has stood by passively, and of-
ten with palpable relief, as courts have resolved 
contentious issues of sexual autonomy and 
moral obligation that were previously matters 
for legislative deliberation. The national legisla-
tures of Europe and the United Kingdom have 
done approximately the same thing, with the 
added twist that they have delegated consid-

Books mentioned in this essay:

The Road to Somewhere: The Populist
Revolt and the Future of Politics,

by David Goodhart. Hurst,
256 pages, $24.95

The Fractured Republic: Renewing
America’s Social Contract in the Age of 
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by Yuval Levin. Basic Books, 272 pages, 
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The Anywheres are people who are cos-
mopolitan, educated, mobile, and networked. 
They live their personal and professional lives 
in communities of affinity rather than locality, 
among friends and colleagues who might be 
anywhere on any given day—Santa Barbara 
or Singapore, Boston or Berlin. Their attach-
ments to place are secondary; they tend to re-
gard national differences as quaint, national 
borders as nuisances, and divergent regula-
tions as irrational. Their politics are liberal—
some are liberal progressives, others classical 
liberals or libertarians. The Anywheres are 
generally more affluent than the Somewheres, 
but they include many people of moderate in-
come such as younger academics and school-
teachers and employees of government agen-
cies and non-profit organizations.

The Somewheres, in contrast, are rooted in 
particular local communities. Their jobs and 
weekends, their commitments and friendships 
and antagonisms, are part and parcel of their 
families, neighborhoods, clubs, and religions. 
Many work with their hands and on their 
feet. Whether their partisan leanings are to 
the left or right, they tend to be socially con-
servative and patriotic. Somewheres probably 
have a smartphone but their loyalties are with 
the home team—with the folks they associ-
ate with personally. They do not have strong 
inclinations or opportunities for cutting free 
and following some abstract dream to a distant 
horizon. Less disposed to “vote with their feet,” 
they are more affected by local economies and 
government policies than the Anywheres.

The Decline of Representative Government

Now these differences in cir-
cumstance and allegiance have been 
around for quite a while, at least 

since the appearance of commercial jet trav-

The Republican Workers Party: How the 
Trump Victory Drove Everyone Crazy, and 

Why It Was Just What We Needed,
by F.H. Buckley. Encounter Books,

208 pages, $23.99

Ship of Fools: How a Selfish Ruling
Class Is Bringing America to the Brink

of Revolution, by Tucker Carlson.
Free Press, 256 pages, $28

Why Liberalism Failed,
by Patrick J. Deneen. Yale University Press,

248 pages, $30 (cloth), $18 (paper)
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erable powers as well to the supernational bu-
reaucracies and courts of the European Union.

The conventional criticism of these devel-
opments is that they evade democratic ac-
countability and lead to overregulation and 

“agency capture” by special-interest groups. 
Administrative agencies can make rules—de 
facto laws—in much greater profusion than 
a cumbersome assembly of generalist repre-
sentatives. Agencies often go to extremes, or 
cut deals among insider groups, that could 
never survive a vote in an elected legislature. 
Delegation produces more law than most citi-
zens want, and often bad law by any objective 
standard. But bureaucratic lawmakers cannot 
be voted out of office except by extreme mea-
sures such as Brexit (and even here it remains 
uncertain whether the 2016 popular vote will 
actually be followed).

Now the nationalist insurgencies cast a 
new light on these issues. The administra-
tive state has emerged since the early 1970s 
partly in response to two broad social devel-
opments—high affluence and high technolo-
gy. In wealthy, educated societies, many more 
people have the time, interest, and facility for 
politics, and they bring many refined, upscale 
issues to the table. Traditional domestic issues 
of jobs and economic welfare now jostle with 
a multitude of new ones concerned with per-
sonal health and safety, environmental qual-
ity, consumerism, and individual and group 
identity, dignity, lifestyle, discrimination, and 

“access.” At the same time, modern technology, 
especially in mass and networked communi-
cations, has radically lowered the cost of po-
litical organization. The slightest complaint 
or enthusiasm can now find far-flung allies, 
achieve self-awareness as a political cause, and 
press its claims in the public square and in the 
Congress. 

On the government side, political aspirants 
and officeholders can now build their careers 
as solo entrepreneurs, by joining and servicing 
networks of ideological and economic interest. 
Party and legislative hierarchies that had long 
disciplined political careers and policy plat-
forms have lost their clout.

These trends have swamped Congress with 
demands for action that vastly exceed the ca-
pacities of legislative decision-making, with 
its profuse internal conflicts and elaborate 
procedures. They are what have led Congress 
to delegate policymaking to missionary agen-
cies that can be proliferated without limit, and 
to sigh with relief when courts take prickly is-
sues off the legislative docket. But they have 
also led to something else. While the United 
States, United Kingdom, and Europe have 
become highly affluent, educated, and net-
worked in general, some of us have become so 

to a much greater degree than others, and the 
changes in government structure have reflect-
ed our proclivities. Declarative government 
suits the interests and values of Anywheres, 
while representative government suits the in-
terests and values of Somewheres.

Those who are highly educated, articu-
late, mobile, and networked are well posi-
tioned to influence the administrative state 
and the judiciary. They care much less about 
the positions of their local congressmen and 
senators than about the decisions of the En-
vironmental Protection Agency or the Office 
for Civil Rights or the U.S. Trade Represen-
tative; they focus on those legislators, wher-
ever domiciled, who specialize in the issues 
they follow. They think that policy should 
be determined by reason, science, and ex-
pertise rather than legislative horse-trading 
and nose-counting. They themselves work in 
meritocracies—of business, finance, the pro-
fessions, universities, media, and think tanks. 
Meritocracy, not democracy, provides the 
justification for their power and the means 
of exercising power.

In contrast, those who are less educated, 
articulate, mobile, and networked are more 
beholden to their votes and the votes of their 
representatives. They are attached to a local-
ity, and no one else champions local interests 
with the zeal and particularity of a congress-
man. National government may appear as 
a distant, corrupt, impenetrable mess. One 
might think that national lobby groups and 
membership organizations would provide 
Somewheres with the means to influence 
the administrative state. But often they do 
not. EPA rule-makers navigate around the 
positions of manufacturers, refiners, utilities, 
unions, and environmental groups. In doing 
so, they may and often do give short shrift 
to local interests. Community solidarity is 
foreign to regulatory missions; lost jobs may 
count as efficiencies in the agencies’ cost-ben-
efit analyses. 

It is telling that Donald Trump’s two 
galvanizing issues, trade and immigration, 
have been matters of extreme policy delega-
tion. Since the 1960s, trade agreements have 
been forged by executive officials in collabo-
ration with business and union leaders, with 
Congress relegated to fast-track, up-or-down 
votes on the whole package. When President 
Obama took it upon himself to rewrite funda-
mental immigration policies in 2016, congres-
sional opponents responded that they would 
simply forbid the changes with a rider to the 
appropriations of the U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (USCIS). Then came 
the sheepish apology: They discovered that 
the USCIS doesn’t need congressional appro-
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priations—it is entirely self-funded by its own 
fees and other devices.

Beyond immigration and trade, President 
Trump has made “deconstructing the admin-
istrative state” a top priority. Similarly, Brexit 
proponents emphasize repatriating domestic 
lawmaking from the E.U. to Westminster, 
and the nationalist governments of Eastern 
Europe devote considerable energy to outfox-
ing their bureaucratic overlords in Brussels. 
Declarative government seems to be adverse 
to nationalist constituencies in many different 
circumstances.

The suddenness and ferocity of the nation-
alist insurgencies and counterattacks suggests 
a thought experiment. Imagine that, during 
the past several decades, government in the 
U.S., U.K., and Europe had continued to 
be dominated by their national legislatures, 
with all of the posturing, parochialism, and 
muddled compromises that would have en-
tailed. The march toward centralized E.U. 
government and a common currency, and to-
ward executive and judicial government in the 
United States, would have been much slower 
and more complicated and compromised (and 
less highhanded) than it was. In other words, 
more representative and less declarative. The 
governing elites and Anywheres would have 
had to accommodate the hinterlanders and 
Somewheres at every incremental step. Each 
side would have won some and lost some. But 
the results, quite plausibly, would have been 
more stable and harmonious than where we 
have ended up—at rule-or-ruin precipices in 
nation after nation. In politics, stability is a 
cardinal virtue, something we had lost sight of 
and are relearning.

Conservative Nationalism

The political energies donald 
Trump has unleashed present a singu-
lar challenge to American conserva-

tives and libertarians. Liberal progressives are 
entirely unconflicted by Trumpism: they are 
fervently opposed, and many have joined “The 
Resistance.” It is true that some Democratic 
Party stalwarts are unhappy to lose, once 
again, many white working-class men—the 

“Reagan Democrats”—to the Republicans. 
And the industrial unions are generally happy 
with President Trump’s trade and tariff poli-
cies. But the Democratic Party is dominated 
by progressive activists, who view it as a hold-
ing company for groups, causes, and griev-
ances that depend on the administrative state 
and the courts for their rights and remedies. 
They are comfortable with global governance 
and many are ethically committed to the idea 
of a universal humanity of open borders. Na-

tionalism seems to them a sly euphemism for 
“white nationalism” and an impenitent excuse 
for the many injustices of American society.

Conservatives, in contrast, are deeply con-
flicted. Donald Trump invaded their party, 
not the other one, and made sport of many 
of their apostles. Some conservatives were 
America Firsters to begin with, others have be-
come converts, and others began and remain 
Never Trumpers who loathe the man and 
his policies. Some love his judicial appoint-
ments but are aghast at his protectionism. 
Some admire his nerve, media bashing, and 
political incorrectness but wish these were a 
bit more modulated. Some regard his nation-
alism as an overdue reassertion of American 
sovereignty and foreign-policy realism, while 
others see a destabilizing retreat from global 
leadership. One thing certain is that when 
President Trump has finished his work, the 
conservative movement and Republican Party 
will not be the same. The result will not be a 
mid-point between Trump and John Kasich. 
Rather it will be a fresh formulation of what it 
means to be conservative or libertarian in the 
modern age.

This is, initially, an intellectual enterprise, 
which if successful will set the stage for prac-
tical political leadership. We have two robust 
precedents. In the 1950s, when President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower was accommodating 
the New Deal and Soviet Communism was on 
the march, William F. Buckley and the band 
of diverse, disputatious intellectuals he gath-
ered at National Review—lapsed Communists, 
anarcho-libertarians, conservative Catholics, 
Southern agrarians—created the modern con-
servative movement. It led to Barry Goldwa-
ter’s capture of the Republican Party and his 
losing-but-galvanizing 1964 presidential cam-
paign. Years later, rising from the social turmoil 
and government failures of the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, came the neoconservatives, led by 
Irving Kristol at The Public Interest and Nor-
man Podhoretz at Commentary. This period of 
conservative ferment was even more variegated 
than Buckley’s had been. It featured academic 
and empirical research as well as intellectual 
essaying, embraced moderate liberals such as 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and included dis-
tinct schools such as the law-and-economics 
movement at the University of Chicago. Some 
traditional conservatives—the “Old Right”—
fretted that the newcomers were weakening 
their movement’s fiber and cohesion. But it was 
a period of tremendous intensity and growth 
that infused conservatism with new energy, 
ideas, adherents, and institutions—eventually 
incarnated in Ronald Reagan.

A third era of intellectual reformulation 
is now underway. This time it is not central-
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ized in a few journals, institutes, and god-
fathers. Rather—reflecting the spread of 
wealth and education and improvements in 
communications that I have emphasized—it 
is distributed and reticulated. Dozens of new 
and old journals, websites, and think tanks, 
plus innovations such as long-form pod-
casts and celebrity recirculation platforms, 
are variously devoted to politics, policy, law, 
economics, society, culture, philosophy, and 
security and foreign policy. The digitized, 
networked competition of ideas has gener-
ated new conservative and libertarian divi-
sions and alliances, a parade of impressive 
new talents, and the appearance almost daily 
of substantial books and essays and vigorous 
rebuttals and surrebuttals to what was pub-
lished last week. There is a certain amount 
of pro- and anti-Trump positioning in all of 
this, but also an abundance of serious anal-
ysis of the fissures and problems Trump’s 
ascendency has revealed and what ought to 
be done about them. The voluminous pro-
and-con commentary on Patrick J. Deneen’s 
Why Liberalism Failed, Yoram Hazony’s The 
Virtue of Nationalism, and Oren Cass’s The 
Once and Future Worker (again, just in 2018) 
has been equal to the best of the conserva-
tive argumentation in the previous eras. The 
Left, meanwhile, has doubled down on iden-
tity progressivism in its strongholds in the 
universities, popular entertainment, and the 
national media. It has fielded some striking 
political figures (the Democrats’ 2020 presi-
dential primaries will certainly be a hoot) 
but has largely abandoned the high-brow 
introspection and sharp ideological infight-
ing that were once its hallmarks. Today the 
intellectual action is on the Right.

My interpretation of Trumpism suggests 
that the conservative rearticulation should aim 
to give shape and substance to the nationalist 
revival. The nation-state has acquired a bad 
reputation in recent decades, and not only 
among liberal progressives and globetrotting 
Anywheres. It is widely regarded as an arbi-
trary inheritance and source of misery—of 
wars over territory and ancient myths, and of 
grievances and hatreds among racial and eth-
nic groups. The uprisings of 1848, in the view 
of many historians, replaced relatively stable 
empires and principalities with jerry-built, un-
stable nations—taking continental Europe to 
World War I and thence to fascism. Among 
libertarians, the nation-state is often seen as a 
mechanism for exploitation and the suppres-
sion of individual liberty—recall Albert Jay 
Nock’s great polemic, Our Enemy, the State. 

But this reputation is superficial. All po-
litical orders—nation-states, empires, fed-
erations, tribal societies—have grave imper-

fections and have been the setting of terrible 
violence and injustice. Hazony’s The Virtue 
of Nationalism includes a compelling demon-
stration that the nation-state is less conducive 
to violence and discord, and more conducive 
to liberty and progress, than any alternative 
known to history. The self-governing nation-
state was forged in the Israelites’ Biblical es-
cape from Egypt to a homeland of their own: 
much later, it was developed and propagated 
in the Protestant Reformation in the 16th 
century, the Peace of Westphalia in the 17th, 
and the American Revolution in the 18th. It 
was seen as the ideal unit of political order 
as recently as Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen 
Points during World War I and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and Winston Churchill’s Atlantic 
Charter during World War II. The national-
ist order rested on two principles: First, na-
tions were obliged to protect their people and 
dispense justice—so as to promote individual 
freedom and dignity and collective cohesion 
and cooperation. Second, nations possessed 
self-determination—each one free to follow 
its own traditions, institutions, and ways-of-
life. The successful nation-state has been the 
seedbed of our living institutions of individual 
liberty and democratic equality—separation 
of powers, representative assemblies, the uni-
versal franchise, due process, the common law. 
Successful orders of nation-states—decen-
tralized, diversified, and competitive—have 
fostered historic advances in art, science, com-
merce, and social well-being.

President Trump’s articulation of national-
ism follows the classical formulation precisely: 

“We do not expect diverse countries to share 
the same cultures, traditions, or even systems 
of government,” he told the United Nations 
General Assembly in September 2017, “[b]ut 
we do expect all nations to uphold these two 
core sovereign duties: to respect the interests 
of their own people and the rights of every 
other sovereign nation.” He reiterated these 
principles in his September 2018 U.N. address. 
His formulation, despite its distinguished heri-
tage, has prompted crude “white nationalism” 
attacks in the blogosphere and more refined 
ones elsewhere. French President Emmanuel 
Macron, in his November 2018 Armistice Day 
speech in Paris with President Trump sitting 
nearby, asserted that nationalism is a “betrayal 
of patriotism” and a cauldron of “chaos and 
death.” True patriotism, he said, consists of 
adhering to moral values that have now been 
entrusted to international law and institutions.

The proof of these arguments will come in 
deeds and consequences. President Trump’s 
immigration, trade, and foreign-policy initia-
tives are vivid applications of his nationalist 
credo, and time will tell their results. But they 

need to be complemented by domestic initia-
tives. The successful nation-state not only as-
serts but cultivates its sovereignty—and that 
requires sustaining the allegiance of its citizens 
and tangibly promoting their interests and 
well-being. It does not aggravate, but rather re-
spects and builds upon, the parochial loyalties 
of its constituent tribes of community, locality, 
and ethnic, racial, and religious identity. It does 
so both to moderate internal conflict and to 
pursue objectives that require large-scale coop-
eration across its entire geography. Americans 
have done this brilliantly down the centuries: 
our shared devotion to pragmatic compromise, 
prosperity and opportunity, and the Declara-
tion and Constitution have gotten us through 
many bitter, often violent, conflicts. But lately 
we seem to have lost the knack. In the wake 
of the Trump rebellion, we should aim to sup-
plant rebellion with relatively stable political 
competition and mutual accommodation and 
a spirit of common destiny. We need a more 
capacious nationalism. I have three suggestions.

Conserving Congress

My first suggestion is a deter-
mined effort to resurrect the U.S. 
Congress. It is difficult to conceive 

of an effective revival of American national-
ism that does not involve a revival of repre-
sentative government. In the West, the rise of 
the legislative assembly was coterminous with 
the rise of the nation-state; while it admits of 
many variations in electoral design and in-
ternal structure, no one has yet conceived of 
a plausible substitute for the basic institution.

Consider the alternative proposed by Har-
vard’s Adrian Vermeule (“Integration from 
Within,” American Affairs, Spring 2018): “inte-
gration from within” the current structure of 
declarative government. Communities of local 
and moral commitment that have been ignored 
or suppressed by the executive state should, 
Vermeule says, insinuate themselves into the 
bureaucratic apparatus and use it to propagate 
their own values. There have been a few stabs at 
this in Republican administrations, such as the 
George W. Bush Administration’s “community 
and faith-based initiatives” and the Trump Ad-
ministration’s proposals to call off the “war on 
coal.” But the results have been marginal. The 
approach founders on the specialization and 
instrumental rationalism of executive govern-
ment and the incentives of missionary agen-
cies. The representative legislature is the forum 
where a nation’s multifarious tribes and com-
munities make peace with one another, and 
where numbers and intensity count even when 
cogent rationalization is lacking. It is nice to say 
that the Anywheres, depending as they do on 
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the Somewheres for the necessities of daily life 
(household and transportation services, food), 
ought to be more respectful of Somewhere in-
terests in the political realm. But the conflicts 
between the two are genuine and wide-ranging. 
As a practical matter, Congress is the only avail-
able institution where they can come to terms 
on national policy and negotiate through the 
twists and turns of national politics.

The great difficulty is that, as I have argued, 
the developments in society and technology 
that have fostered our new political cleavages 
are the same ones that have sidelined Congress 
as an effective arbiter. Think tanks and advo-
cacy groups are now bristling with programs 
on congressional reform. Their proposals run 
to restoring annual budgeting and appropria-
tions, strengthening the committees and their 
chairmen, revising internal rules and proce-
dures such as the Senate filibuster, and requir-
ing up-or-down votes on agency rules. These 
are excellent ideas, and very few members of 
Congress are interested in any of them. Most 
have adapted to the times and are content with 
their new business model of affinity network-
ing, agency lobbying, and nonstop personal 
fundraising. The Madisonian ideal of a Con-
gress whose members’ interests are “connected 
with the constitutional rights of the place” has 
lost its tug. There are a few exceptions, such 
as Senator Mike Lee (R-Utah), but not nearly 
enough to form a Vanguard of Reconstruction.

These problems have been conspicuous in 
the last two congresses, when the Republicans 
held majorities in both chambers and had 
strong incentives to unlimber legislative pow-
ers. During the 114th Congress (2015-16), the 
Obama Administration engaged in repeated, 
aggressive usurpations of legislative authority; 
individual members responded with speeches 
and press conferences and a few lawsuits, but 
the institutional Congress offered no resis-
tance at all. The 115th Congress (2017-18) 
roused itself to just one consequential reform: 
the Senate abolished its supermajority pro-
cedures for Supreme Court appointments in 
order to confirm President Trump’s two nom-
inations of judicial conservatives. The 115th 
did pass a few regular appropriations bills and, 
using established exceptions to the Senate 
supermajority, repealed several fairly narrow 
Obama-era regulations and enacted major 
tax reforms. But the Republicans ignomini-
ously failed to make good on their other big 
campaign promises—to repeal-and-replace 
Obamacare and to secure the Mexican bor-
der. They also failed to counter the president’s 
tariff campaign that many of them, and many 
Democrats too, opposed on legal or policy 
grounds (recall that this is a field where Con-
gress has delegated particularly wide discre-

tion to the executive). The Congress conclud-
ed with a short-term “continuing resolution” 
spending bill—a patch for its failure to pass 
seven of the requisite 12 appropriations bills 
for 2019. That set the stage for the extended 

“partial government shutdown” over President 
Trump’s insistence on funding for walls along 
portions of the Mexican border. Border secu-
rity is a critical national issue. In a world of 
regular agency appropriations, it would have 
proceeded on its own merits—with less free-
floating rage, less collateral damage to non-
germane federal activities, and more attention 
to the prerogatives of president and Congress 
on the matter at hand.

Congressional reform, it seems, will have 
to come from without. Three institutions are 
sufficiently powerful for the assignment—the 
other two federal branches and the political 
parties.

The courts have accommodated the growth 
of the administrative state by giving Congress 
free rein to delegate its Article I powers to the 

dent Trump has taken two major policies that 
President Obama decided by declaration (con-
cerning the status of children of illegal immi-
grants and certain Obamacare appropriations) 
and referred them to Congress for resolution 
in tandem with priorities of his own. He has 
complained repeatedly that the Senate’s still-
cherished supermajority for legislation has 
prevented Congress from resolving these and 
other matters by partisan majority (as it did 
for Supreme Court confirmations, tax reform, 
and repeal of Obama regulations). At the same 
time, he rejected the congressional Democrats’ 
proposal, during the January 2019 govern-
ment shutdown, to send him regular appro-
priations for the agencies not involved in the 
border-wall dispute—a reform he would have 
welcomed in other circumstances and should 
have welcomed here. A president committed 
to constitutional rebalancing could pledge 
himself to a set of procedures in advance of in-
dividual policy battles—for example, to sub-
mit all major new regulations to Congress for 
approval, or to refuse to sign budgetary “con-
tinuing resolutions” in place of regular agency 
appropriations.

The political parties may seem unlikely re-
formers because congressional paralysis is fre-
quently blamed on excessive partisanship. But 
partisan paralysis is actually the result of weak 
parties beholden to ideological activists—the 
Tea Party kept Republican leaders from mak-
ing deals with Democrats during the Obama 
Administration, and the Resistance now 
keeps Democratic party leaders from making 
deals with Republicans. In a forthcoming pa-
per to be released by the American Enterprise 
Institute in the spring, political historian Jay 
Cost argues that the surest route to congres-
sional revival is strong national parties—par-
ties with the wherewithal to select House 
and Senate candidates, bankroll their politi-
cal campaigns, and announce party election 
platforms and enforce legislative adherence 
to them. In times of unified government, such 
parties could enact the campaign pledges that 
brought them to power; in times of divided 
government, they could negotiate with each 
other from positions of strength.

Each of these approaches has advantages 
and disadvantages. The shift in judicial doc-
trines is well underway, grounded in years of 
scholarship by legal conservatives and rein-
forced by President Trump’s Supreme Court 
and lower court appointments—but it will be 
limited to the issues arising in litigated cases, 
and it will never reach the “political ques-
tions” in executive-legislative relations that 
courts wisely avoid. Presidential leadership is 
a proven method for overcoming Congress’s 
inherent irresolution (the legislative “collec-

executive and by deferring extravagantly to 
agency interpretations of statutes and rules. 
They are now beginning to reconsider their 
“nondelegation” and “agency deference” doc-
trines and are likely to move toward greater 
constitutional discipline. The result would be 
to oblige Congress to make more policy deci-
sions itself—and, consequently, to choose its 
policy interventions more carefully. American 
law would become somewhat more represen-
tative and less declarative, and less expansion-
ist to boot.

The executive branch may seem an unlikely 
source of congressional revival because it is 
Congress’s political rival in the constitutional 
scheme. But the president is its CEO, and his 
interests often differ from those of the bureau-
cracy that nominally reports to him. Ameri-
cans look to their president for national lead-
ership; if presidents shared greater respon-
sibility with Congress, they would be more 
popular and less polarizing than ours have 
become in recent decades, and therefore more 
powerful when we really need them. Presi-
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tive action problem”)—but it depends on a 
president’s placing congressional reform high 
on his to-do list and sticking with it amid the 
many urgent problems demanding his atten-
tion. Party reform would aim to establish a 
hierarchical, willful Congress through the 
medium of hierarchical, willful parties—but 
that would require a very high level of politi-
cal leadership to overcome current campaign 
finance laws, state prerogatives in the design 
of elections (especially primary elections), and 
other obstacles. Congressional reconstruc-
tionists should pursue all three approaches 
and be alert to opportunities for combining 
them.

The New Nationalism

My second suggestion for effec-
tive nationalism is to bring issues of 
American identity and purpose to 

the forefront of political debate. This is not a 
job for Congress, which at its best is a reactive 
institution, devoted to managing the political 
inbox and parceling out benefits. Rather it is 
for presidents and governors, leaders of civic 
institutions, and intellectual activists and 

“thought leaders.” Leadership often requires 
taking sides on controversial subjects; nation-
alist leaders should do so in ways that counter 
our tribal politics and fissiparous technologies 
and emphasize our collective interests.

Consider, for example, three governing 
precepts that are distinctively American and 
deeply engrained in our national experience—
equal educational opportunity as an instru-
ment of citizenship and social mobility, free-
dom of inquiry as an instrument of knowledge 
and discovery, and the competitive market 
economy as an instrument of prosperity and 
growth. Our commitment to these precepts 
is now in doubt, due to the politicization of 
K-12 schooling, the hardening of progressive 
orthodoxy at colleges and universities, and 
the spread of regulation in naturally competi-
tive economic sectors. But I believe the pre-
cepts still run deep in popular understanding 
and can be drawn upon to make headway in 
today’s divisive controversies. Doing so could 
demonstrate their continuing worth.

The issues I have in mind are already well 
developed in the intellectual wing of the 
conservative-libertarian movement; they 
need to be picked up by the political wing 
and marched into partisan combat. My three 
all-American precepts were once widely em-
braced within the Democratic Party and lib-
eral intelligentsia. But there they have fallen 
victim to the rise of progressivism—which 
is devoted to segmenting the populace into 
interest and identity groups, and which con-

flates “progress” with political control and 
cultural hegemony. In response, American 
conservatism has been gradually assimilat-
ing these and other tenets of old-fashioned 
American liberalism. Republican presidents 
and governors have been following in fits and 
starts, and the Trump Administration’s edu-
cation and regulatory officials have gone fur-
thest of all. But we are still not there yet.

K-12 public schools in poor and minor-
ity communities are performing extremely 
poorly. There and elsewhere, union rules in-
hibit superintendents from sanctioning poor 
teachers and promoting good ones, and teach-
ers from using their best judgment in man-
aging their classrooms. School curricula are 
increasingly devoted to political indoctrina-
tion on issues of race, sex, and environmental-
ism, and to portraying American history as a 
saga of unmitigated injustice and exploitation. 
Now, these and other troubles involve many 
variations and subtleties best left to local pol-
icy and management; the most ambitious Re-
publican effort to nationalize reform, George 
W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act, was a 
terrible failure. But there are three structural 
reforms where national leadership is appro-
priate and could be largely free of regimen-
tation and micromanagement: school choice, 
charter schools, and vocational education.

These are not panaceas but are almost cer-
tainly necessary preconditions of major im-
provement; they are popular with the general 
public; and Democrats are bound to oppose 
them because of their party’s heavy depen-
dence on the teachers’ unions and devotion 
to college-for-everyone progressivism. There 
is much that federal policy could do to facili-
tate parental school choice and advance the 
already-robust charter school and vocational 
education movements against the opposi-
tion of local school, school accreditation, and 
teacher certification monopolies. Persistent, 
top-level Republican leadership on these is-
sues would address the interests of the Party’s 
Somewhere constituents and aim to garner 
new constituents from poorer and minor-
ity communities and maybe even suburban 
moms. That would stimulate partisan contro-
versy of the most productive kind.

American higher education is much more 
competitive and variegated than K-12 educa-
tion and boasts many outstanding institutions 
with impressive records of teaching, scholar-
ship, and scientific discovery. The system is, 
however, decaying. Colleges and universities 
have always featured rowdy protests against 
unpopular speakers, and faculty shunning 
of scholars who challenge reigning academic 
paradigms. But these have now become rou-
tine and systematic—they are no longer inci-
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dents to academic freedom but rather efforts 
to suppress that freedom. The elite campuses, 
especially, are now rife with official speech 
codes, restrictions on permissible subjects of 
research and teaching, and sensitivity-train-
ing programs to root out “implicit bias.” Many 
faculty departments practice implicit black-
balling of known political conservatives.

The decline of open inquiry and debate 
has many cultural dimensions, akin to the 
growth of progressive indoctrination in K-12 
schooling, best left to the ministrations of 
governors (in the case of state institutions), 
university and college presidents, and ten-
ured iconoclasts such as those at Heterodox 
Academy. But there are important national 
interests in sustaining the immense intellec-
tual and material benefits of our university 
system. Those interests are embodied in the 
First Amendment and are subject to several 
regulatory and grant-making programs. For 
one example, university “Institutional Re-
view Boards” control the design, conduct, 
and publication of faculty research and have 
become increasingly bossy and politicized; 
they are also agents of the federal govern-
ment and subject to its policies—where le-
gal scholar Philip Hamburger and others 
have recommended thorough de-censorship. 
For another, the federal government invests 
scores of billions of dollars annually in uni-
versity-based research (accounting for more 
than half of the research budgets of Harvard, 
Stanford, and other top universities). The 
funding has been predicated from the begin-
ning on the universities’ robust commitment 
to open inquiry and scientific norms. 

If, as a condition of eligibility for such 
grants, colleges and universities were required 
to guarantee that they “do not restrict consti-
tutionally protected speech, engage in view-
point discrimination, or constrain free inqui-
ry” (as Frederick M. Hess and Grant Addison 
have proposed), that would be a straightfor-
ward application of the programs’ founding 
assumptions—and would spark huge, illumi-
nating controversies over the continuing vi-
ability of those assumptions.

Throughout our history, business regu-
lation has been an awkward combination 
of populism, consumerism, and industry 
politics. Sometimes Democrats have stirred 
the pot, sometimes Republicans. The de-
regulation movement of the 1970s through 
the 1990s, which focused on transportation, 
communications, and banking and finance, 
was thoroughly bipartisan. (Jimmy Carter 
and Teddy Kennedy abolished airline regu-
lation before Ronald Reagan got to town.) 
Following the 2008 financial collapse, “de-
regulation” became a bipartisan dirty word, 

and then the Obama Administration turned 
aggressively pro-regulation with the new 
Affordable Care Act and Dodd-Frank Act 
and a host of bold agency initiatives under 
existing statutes. The Federal Communica-
tions Commission’s imposition of New Deal 
public-utility controls on the internet would 
have horrified the Democratic deregulators 
of earlier years.

The Trump Administration has swept 
aside these internet controls and pursued a 
wide-ranging program of deregulation and 
regulatory reform, covering all of the sectors 
just mentioned and also pharmaceutical, envi-
ronmental, energy, education, and labor-mar-
ket regulation. Two years in, the administra-
tion has mainly been revising Obama-era pol-
icies, and the president has not been entirely 
consistent (proposing, for example, price con-
trols on certain Medicare drugs). Neverthe-
less, regulation is now largely a partisan issue. 
Our now-enormous regulatory state presents 
manifold opportunities for large-scale reform 

paign against state occupational licensure, 
now infesting quotidian callings such as gar-
dening and hair-braiding, would be a natu-
ral for mobility-promoting Republicanism; 
like vocational education and other school 
reforms, it would appeal to job-challenged 
Somewheres and also aim to convert others, 
from members of minority groups to liber-
tarian Anywheres. Practical initiatives such 
as these would be the best possible answer to 
the vague “end of capitalism” theorizing now 
popular among progressives and, regrettably, 
among some conservatives as well.

My proposals for national leadership 
in K-12 schooling, higher education, and 
business regulation are meant to be sugges-
tive, not a battle cry. They would need to 
be weighed against other priorities in the 
councils of pragmatic politics. Notice, how-
ever, that they have a common theme: each 
emphasizes pluralism and competition over 
monopoly and regimentation, and leaves 
cultural and ideological battles to be fought 
out, privately and locally, within a frame-
work that discourages coerced conformity. 
Pluralism and competition have been central 
to American exceptionalism from the get-go. 
In a nation as heterogeneous and fractious 
as ours has become, they are means of keep-
ing our many constituent tribes intercon-
nected and interdependent. And they are 
the best-known means of fostering economic 
prosperity and social dynamism. Prosperity 
and dynamism can be unsettling—they are, 
I have argued, deeply implicated in our cur-
rent political dilemmas. But they have many 
offsetting benefits, including sheer pride in 
one’s amazing national home, and are clearly 
preferable to stagnation and decline.

The Welfare State

The third plank in my nationalist 
platform is to prepare for the impend-
ing collapse of the debt-financed wel-

fare state. My terminology here is not part 
of the language of contemporary politics and 
will be puzzling to many readers. For all of the 
fretting about partisan polarization, we have 
achieved solid bipartisan agreement on per-
haps the most significant feature of domestic 
policy: to maintain an extensive welfare state, 
not to pay for it, and not to talk about what 
we are doing.

Large federal deficits and mounting na-
tional debt are, of course, staples of the eco-
nomic news. This year’s spending deficit will 
be $1 trillion. The national debt is $22 tril-
lion, which is more than 100% of Gross Do-
mestic Product and the largest debt in our 
history. But these incomprehensibly large 

that have been thoroughly developed by liber-
tarian and conservative intellectuals and aca-
demics of all stripes.

“Dezoning” the electromagnetic spectrum 
would eliminate obnoxious bureaucratic 
blockades against innovation in high-infor-
mation communications and cybersecurity. 
Requiring banks to maintain adequate eq-
uity capital would make owners rather than 
taxpayers the underwriters of bank per-
formance. Defenestrating Fannie Mae and 
Freddie Mac, the “government sponsored 
enterprises” that engineered the 2008 finan-
cial collapse, would stop them before they 
kill again. These steps would permit market 
competition to do its work where govern-
ment cartels have failed. Like airline deregu-
lation in the 1970s, they could be introduced 
at the agency level, would provoke vociferous 
opposition from industry insiders (which 
Republicans could turn to advantage), and 
would produce palpable, widely shared con-
sumer benefits. A federal deregulation cam-

Our shared devotion
to pragmatic compromise

has gotten us through
many bitter, often violent, 

conflicts. But lately
we seem to have

lost the knack.
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numbers, and the various ratios and histori-
cal comparisons that usually accompany them, 
are difficult to interpret. For every economist 
who warns the debt is much too large, there 
is another saying we should borrow more and 
invest it in worthy things such as repairing 
our dilapidated highways and bridges. Our 
growing debt is sometimes tied to growing 
entitlement spending on Medicare and Social 
Security; we are told that funding for them 
will run out in 10 or 20 years. That means the 
spending trends are “unsustainable”—which, 
to political officials, means they will need 
to be addressed sometime in the future and 
will be headaches for their successors. Presi-
dent Trump has said so explicitly (“I won’t be 
here”). We already have more than enough 
problems this year!

These formulations mask a deep problem 
in the here-and-now, and the most seductive 
of all of modernity’s corruptions of represen-
tative government. From 1789 through the 
late 1960s, the U.S. Congress used its tax-
ing, spending, and borrowing powers to fol-
low a balanced-budget policy, where annual 
revenues and regular expenditures were kept 
roughly in balance. It sometimes borrowed 
heavily—to finance wars and continental ex-
pansion and to respond to natural disasters 
and economic hard times—but it paid the 
debts down in businesslike fashion. Then, 
beginning in the early 1970s, everything 
changed. Congress increasingly sloughed off 
its fiscal responsibilities. The government 
ran large and growing deficits as a matter of 
routine—in good times and bad, whether 
faced with emergencies or not. And federal 
spending was radically transformed, from 
mostly providing public goods (national de-
fense, federal courts, interstate highways) to 
mostly making payments to individuals as 
entitlements or means-tested welfare. The 
burgeoning “transfer payments”—for pen-
sions, medical care, food, housing, and other 
particulars of personal welfare—were about 
35% of federal spending in 1970 and are now 
more than 75%.

Federal borrowing is not generally allocat-
ed to particular spending items, but there is 
no doubt that its growth has been driven by 
the growth of payments to individuals. Regu-
lar annual deficits emerged and grew on ap-
proximately the same path as entitlement and 
welfare spending. The entitlement programs 
are exempt from budget procedures and most 
have been exempted from our recurrent gov-
ernment shutdowns and spending-control 
bargains. At the same time, a succession of tax 

reforms has lowered tax rates and taken many 
citizens off the income tax rolls altogether. 
Through a long sequence of moves and reac-
tions— “learning by doing”—public officials 
and voters have discovered a new calculus of 
political consent. It is for the government to 
pay out benefits to voters considerably in ex-
cess of what it collects from them in taxes, and 
to borrow the difference from nonvoting fu-
ture generations. State and local governments 
have pioneered a similar path, accumulating 
trillions of dollars of unfunded liabilities (im-
plicit borrowing) for employee pensions.

This is a jolly state of affairs for the time 
being, highly agreeable to both Somewheres 
and Anywheres, but it is not going to last. 
Expenditures on national expansion and in-
frastructure are long-term investments and 
therefore, in principle, appropriate to bor-
row against. (Of course, they may or may not 
turn out well—the Louisiana Purchase was 
one of the highest-return investments in his-
tory, while several recent investments in green 
energy have gone bust.) In contrast, transfer 
payments to individuals are devoted largely to 
immediate personal consumption. However 
worthy, urgent, or enriching the purchases 
may be, they are not going to generate returns 
to pay down the borrowed funds.

So our current borrowing habits are cer-
tainly “unsustainable,” but they are worse 
than that. Cutting the link between tax rev-
enues and transfer payments unleashes many 
pathologies that undermine political unity. 
Public officials are much less constrained to 
police against waste and fraud, or to resist 
extending benefits to ever-larger categories 
of citizens. Liberal progressives are free to 
pretend that payments to ordinary folks are 
being paid by the taxes of rich people and cor-
porations, and that higher taxes would permit 
more generous payments (such as “Medicare 
for All!”). Conservatives are free to pretend 
that goosing economic growth, especially by 
lowering taxes, would permit painless retire-
ment of our debts. In fact, the U.S. tax system 
is already exceptionally progressive, and for 
that reason raises much less revenue than the 
flat, inclusive tax systems that support the Eu-
ropean welfare states. Growth is good, but no 
level of growth known to history is going take 
us to reasonable levels of debt without funda-
mental policy reforms.

The overwhelming political consensus in 
favor of this state of affairs means that we are 
unlikely to be rescued by enlightened states-
manship. Much more likely, a crisis will deliver 
us to a reckoning. On the day the secretary of 

the Treasury is forced to choose between pay-
ing bondholders and paying Social Security 
annuitants, the political system will respond. 
At our current level of debt, a sustained in-
crease in interest rates could bring us to this 
point. So could a military crisis or natural 
or economic disaster that requires massive 
borrowing beyond current levels. (The main 
reason for fiscal prudence is be prepared to 
borrow heavily for such catastrophes, which 
come along for America at least once every 
generation.)

One way or another, America is going to 
move from a debt-financed welfare state to a 
tax-financed welfare state. If the transition is 
abrupt and chaotic, it will bring widespread 
hardship, especially to the Somewheres who 
have become increasingly dependent on trans-
fer payments, and possible political instabil-
ity. For this reason, it would be nice if a few 
courageous souls in active politics would spe-
cialize in mastering and advertising the prob-
lems; this could help condition public expec-
tations and encourage personal contingency-
planning, and might even set the stage for a 
Churchill-like summons to leadership down 
the road. But the transition, hard or soft, will 
present opportunities as well—as the politi-
cal scientists say, the American system gets 
around to needed reforms only in response 
to crises. When Congress is obliged to fund a 
much larger share of entitlement and welfare 
spending with tax revenues, it will just have 
to pick up its fiscal reins and exercise a level 
of collective discipline that no current mem-
ber has experienced. The political parties will 
have to wake up from populist hallucinations 
over taxation, redistribution, and economic 
growth. And American citizens will acquire a 
much keener sense of their obligations to one 
another.

These eventualities are not to be relished, 
given the risks and adversities lying in wait, 
but now is not a moment too soon for patri-
otic nationalists to begin preparing for them. 
We are a very rich people, fully capable of pay-
ing for our own government. When we do, we 
are bound to insist on better, more continent 
government. Facing up to these responsibili-
ties will be a severe test of our national char-
acter and ability to remain united.

Christopher DeMuth is a distinguished fellow 
at the Hudson Institute. This essay grew out of 
presentations at the Transatlantic Law Forum 
in Bayreuth, Germany, in October 2018, and at 
the Reagan Ranch Foundation in Santa Barbara, 
California, in November 2018.
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Book Review by Michael Barone

The Last New Dealer
Hubert Humphrey: The Conscience of the Country, by Arnold A. Offner.

Yale University Press, 512 pages, $35

Sometime in the early 1970s i per-
suaded editors at the Washington Post 
to run a column I had written entitled 

“Why Not Abolish the Vice Presidency.” In it, 
I argued that vice presidents had seldom con-
tributed much to governance and that the of-
fice tended to diminish the serious politicians 
who had held it. Succession to the presidency 
could be arranged in other ways. Within days, 
a letter arrived on official stationery from for-
mer vice president Hubert Humphrey, once 
again a senator, protesting that the office was 
a worthy and necessary one. Alas, I didn’t save 
the letter. But it was obviously dictated in a 
hurry, with no attempt made at orderly argu-
mentation, and signed with a flourish. Even 
after his dreadful four years as vice president, 
Humphrey wrote with cheerful ebullience.

Surprisingly, there has not been much in 
the way of a serious biography of this man, a 
major player in national politics from the 
1940s to the 1970s. Now comes Arnold Offner, 
emeritus history professor at Lafayette College, 

to fill the gap. Offner doesn’t try to conceal his 
enthusiastic support for his subject. When he 
disagrees with Humphrey, he does so only to 
endorse conventional liberal wisdom (e.g., that 
a South Vietnamese government coalition 
with the Viet Cong would have produced a 
desirable denouement in Vietnam). His work-
manlike prose, however, does a good job of in-
forming readers of the politics of the time, and 
his narrative proceeds in chronological order: 
one cannot assume that readers today, even 
readers of political biographies, have much 
knowledge of what are now 40- to 70-year-old 
political events. This particular reader would 
have preferred a more poetic evocation of the 
times, places, and peculiar personalities—but 
few political scientists have the gifts of the late 
Richard Ben Cramer. 

Hubert humphrey played a criti-
cal role in both the rise and decline 
of mid-20th-century American lib-

eralism. It bears mention that few members of 

Congress during the 1930s were committed 
New Deal liberals. Only a handful of Demo-
crats (including Senators Robert Wagner of 
New York, Edward Costigan of Colorado, and 
Burton Wheeler of Montana) and a few Pro-
gressive Republicans (Robert La Follette of 
Wisconsin) believed in economic redistribu-
tionist legislation; most Congressional Dem-
ocrats were either big-city hacks or Southern 
segregationists. Humphrey fit into neither 
category. He grew up in South Dakota, the 
son of a pharmacist who had briefly served in 
the state legislature and who had sacrificed a 
shot at the governorship in order to finance 
Hubert’s education at the University of Min-
nesota. Humphrey then received a master’s 
degree from Louisiana State University, Ba-
ton Rouge, where he saw segregation in action 
and met future colleague Russell Long.

Returning to Minnesota, Humphrey got a 
New Deal patronage job. When Pearl Harbor 
was attacked he was already 30 and a father. 
He ran for mayor in then Republican-leaning 
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Minneapolis and lost badly in 1943, then won 
in 1945 and 1947. In those years he midwifed 
the merger of the left-wing Farmer-Labor 
Party (DFL) with the state’s third-place and 
less liberal Democrats. In 1948 he was the 
new Democratic-Farmer-Labor candidate 
for U.S. Senate—and, suddenly, a nationally 
prominent liberal.

On two important issues in the 
late 1940s—civil rights and foreign 
policy—Humphrey helped lead the 

Democratic Party to liberal positions which 
were far from inevitable extensions of the par-
ty’s history. On civil rights, Republicans had 
always been more supportive of equal rights 
for blacks than had Democrats. Even in the 
New Deal years the Democrats who were 
most pro-civil rights—Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Henry Wallace, Harold Ickes—were all for-
mer Republicans. Humphrey, with roots in 
almost all-white South Dakota and Minneso-
ta, was appalled by the segregation and racism 
he saw in Louisiana and always favored equal 
rights. His fiery speech for the minority civil 
rights platform plank at the 1948 Democratic 
National Convention, and its passage by the 
convention, converted what had been a seg-
regationist party within living memory into a 
civil rights party. 

On foreign policy, Minnesota was an 
isolationist state before World War II, and 
many Farmer-Laborites, including appoint-
ed senator and one-term governor Elmer 
Benson, supported the anti-anti-Communist 
Henry Wallace. Humphrey opposed isola-
tionism before World War II and supported 
the Truman Administration’s anti-Commu-
nist Cold War policy afterward. Nation-
ally he was one of the founders, along with 
Eleanor Roosevelt and United Automobile 
Workers president Walter Reuther, of the 
anti-Communist Americans for Democratic 
Action. In Minnesota he led the successful 
drive (with help from future Governor Or-
ville Freeman, Minneapolis Mayor Arthur 
Naftalin, lawyer Max Kampelman, and 
20-year-old college student Walter Mondale) 
to oust Benson’s comrades from control of 
the newly merged DFL. 1948 was his annus 
mirabilis: Humphrey’s stirring convention 
speech committed the Democratic Party to 
civil rights; as DFL nominee he beat incum-
bent Republican Senator Joseph Ball by 60% 
to 40%; and as a 37-year-old senator he could 
escort his father to a White House meet-
ing with President Harry Truman after his 
surprising and decisive victory. Broad sunlit 
uplands seemed to stretch before Humphrey 
and his fellow liberals in every direction.

Instead they faced frustration. tru-
man’s Fair Deal legislation went nowhere 
in a heavily Democratic Congress, and 

the Korean War throttled domestic reform. 
Humphrey’s political instincts were unsure, 
and he was humiliated when he assailed the 
elderly Virginia Senator Harry Byrd in a se-
ries of speeches to Byrd’s own special com-
mittee for its failure to cut federal spending. 
Lyndon Johnson—who was elected to the 
Senate in the same year, but with 11 years 
of prior experience in the House—took the 
naïve Humphrey under his wing in what Off-
ner characterizes as a father-son relationship, 
though LBJ was only three years his senior. 
Humphrey did have one legislative success, 
Public Law 480, which allowed warehouses 
with huge surpluses of farm products result-
ing from New Deal programs to send them 
abroad. The political reason for its passage 
was to slow the inevitable migration from 
increasingly mechanized farms in the South 
and Midwest (including Minnesota). Hum-
phrey always maintained a sentimental regard 
for the family farmer.

Offner slides quickly over Humphrey’s 
hapless 1960 presidential campaign, which, 
like all of Humphrey’s campaigns, seems to 
have been underfunded and bereft of strategic 
guidance. The author doesn’t address the tan-
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talizing questions of whether Lyndon John-
son was encouraging him to run in order to 
stop the Kennedys, and he only skitters over 
the enormity of the Kennedy operation. One 
Joseph P. Kennedy agent inquired how much 
it would cost to get one West Virginia county 
boss’s support and was told “thirty-five”; the 
sheriff in question was surprised when he 
opened the attaché case to find it contained 
not 35 hundred but 35 thousand dollars. 

Offner shows more insight when 
he writes that “Humphrey was highly 
dependent emotionally on Johnson’s 

goodwill.” As vice president he had an insti-
tutional reason not to disagree publicly with 
Johnson, especially so soon after a traumatic 
presidential assassination. But Humphrey ac-
quiesced in Johnson’s control over his travel 
schedule, over even anodyne public state-
ments, over his total exclusion from contact 
with military and civilian national security of-
ficials. Even as a presidential nominee himself, 
and unlike other 20th-century vice presidents 
running for the top office (Richard Nixon in 
1960, George Bush in 1988, Al Gore in 2000) 
he trembled with fear at presenting his own 
policies, until finally offering alternatives on 
Vietnam five weeks before the general election. 

This biography doesn’t tell us what if any-
thing Humphrey thought of Johnson’s selec-
tion of the visually impressive but intellectu-
ally clueless William Westmoreland as com-
mander in Vietnam, or why Johnson kept 
him in place so long. Perhaps that’s because 
he had no thoughts on that subject at all. The 
American presidential selection system tends 
to produce commanders-in-chief with limited 
knowledge of military issues and no contact 
with the military officers from whom they 
must select commanders. Humphrey, who 
had been within a heartbeat of the office 
for four years, seems to have been especially 
underprepared in this regard. His instinc-
tive anti-Communism was a good start, but 
on Vietnam he tended to vacillate, arguing 
sometimes that bombing halts would some-
how satisfy Communist enemies, sometimes 
snapping back peevishly at those denigrating 
America. Unlike Nixon, whom we are told re-

peatedly he loathed, he could not figure out 
how to move toward military victory while 
reducing American troop levels. 

On domestic policy, humphrey 
fans intuitively feel, he would have 
done better. Certainly he had been 

right about civil rights, and his management 
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was skillful—
although Offner does not mention his vow to 
eat the Act if its employment sections were 
used (as they soon were, by the Nixon Admin-
istration) as a justification for racial quotas 
and preferences. And a case can be made that 
Humphrey-style liberalism served postwar 
America well—but also that it stopped doing 
so in the years just after he was elected vice 
president in 1964. It had already produced for 
the vast majority of Americans the “welfare 
state which assured a decent standard of liv-
ing and human dignity to every citizen,” that 
Humphrey was arguing required increased 
federal funding of education, housing, and 
health care. For the two postwar decades the 
nation’s economic competitors had been put 
out of commission by the war, and so Amer-
ica managed to grow and generate jobs up 
and down the skill scale, despite the burden 
of New Deal laws that imposed labor union 
restrictions on management, and regulations 
designed to freeze existing arrangements in 
place rather than encourage competition and 
innovation. Such arrangements reached their 
maximum peak of celebration in the 1964 
Johnson-Humphrey campaign, which boast-
ed of its support from both big business and 
big labor, Walter Reuther and Henry Ford 
II, by big-city bosses and civil rights leaders, 
Richard J. Daley and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Consensus!

But with postwar recovery, America had 
stronger competitors and a new generation 
of adults with more demanding expectations. 
Humphrey’s impulse on policy can be boiled 
down to the title of William Voegeli’s book 
Never Enough (2010). If corporate-labor car-
tels seemed to work, let’s have more of them. If 
real wages and salaries had increased despite 
government supervision and control, let’s have 
more of that, too. Incomes may have risen and 

poverty declined, but let’s also create an an-
tipoverty program, and let’s rely on those in 
poverty to tell us how to get out of it. If blacks 
rioted in large cities, even those with liberal 
mayors, then more money must be sent to city 
governments, their entrenched bureaucracies, 
and community organizations dominated by 
self-chosen malcontents. 

A better and more truly liberal 
response was on offer in those years 
from Ralph Nader, who in between 

calling for legislation to require safety fea-
tures in automobiles also was busy sponsor-
ing studies and books urging deregulation of 
trucking, freight rail, airline fares, and com-
munications. Nader’s proposals received seri-
ous consideration during the Ford Adminis-
tration and were widely adopted by the Carter 
and Reagan administrations. But this wave of 
reform, which squeezed enormous amounts 
of cost out of transportation and communi-
cation, to the benefit of everyone with mod-
est and low incomes, passed Humphrey by. 
His attentions were elsewhere, on the Hum-
phrey-Hawkins Act, which purported to 
require the Federal Reserve to consider full 
employment as well as low inflation as policy 
goals—something that the Fed usually did 
anyway. Humphrey-Hawkins was something 
of a parting gift from a Democratic Congress 
and president to a party leader of good cheer 
and great energy who was gamely persevering 
while visibly dying of cancer in his mid-sixties. 
That came in early 1978, and so Humphrey 
was spared the knowledge that the man who 
would dominate American politics and public 
policy for most of the next decade would be a 
man born in another small Midwestern town 
in the same year, a fellow traveler in post-
war liberal anti-Communist politics who 
cheered on Harry Truman’s victory in 1948, 
whose ideas had taken a different turn in the 
intervening 30 years: the former movie actor 
Ronald Reagan. 

Michael Barone is senior political analyst at the 
Washington Examiner, resident fellow at the 
American Enterprise Institute, and longtime co-
author of The Almanac of American Politics. 
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Book Review by John C. Eastman

Consistently Original
The Justice of Contradictions: Antonin Scalia and the Politics of Disruption, by Richard L. Hasen.

Yale University Press, 248 pages, $30

In constitutional law, the theory 
designed to accomplish the progressive 
vision is known as “living” constitutional-

ism. The idea was to treat the Constitution as 
an evolving document that could be expan-
sively reinterpreted—manipulated may be a 
better word—by judges in order, among other 
things, to ratify the exercise of power by ex-
perts in independent administrative agencies. 
The Constitution was still the supreme law of 
the land, they acknowledged, but it was mere-
ly whatever the judges said it is, as Charles 
Evans Hughes (later to become Chief Justice 
of the United States) infamously said in 1907 
at the dawn of the Progressive movement. By 
the 1970s, this view had become the prevail-
ing orthodoxy in the halls of government and 
in the legal academy.

Ronald Reagan’s attorney general, Edwin 
Meese, III, challenged this view, most notably 
in a speech delivered to the American Bar As-
sociation in 1985, arguing for a return to the 
original understanding of the Constitution as 
binding law. The following year, President Rea-

gan appointed to the Supreme Court Antonin 
Scalia, who promptly began to articulate how 

“originalism” was a constitutionally-compelled 
restraint on the judiciary. The originalism 
project, under Scalia’s leadership—later joined 
(with some important but nuanced differences) 
by Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, 
and advanced in the law schools by the Federal-
ist Society and more broadly by the Claremont 
Institute—proved to be so successful that by 
the 25th anniversary of Meese’s speech, even a 

“living” constitutionalist like Elena Kagan had 
at least nominally to subscribe to the view, in 
her Supreme Court confirmation hearing, that 

“we are all originalists” now. 
Richard Hasen’s The Justice of Contradic-

tions takes a new tack. If even Justice Scalia 
couldn’t faithfully apply originalism as a jur-
isprudential theory, the book argues, then the 
enterprise itself is flawed and must be aban-
doned. For Hasen, who teaches at the Univer-
sity of California, Irvine School of Law, Scalia’s 
originalism was merely a “pretext” and a “fig 
leaf,” masking the conservative ideology that 

drove his decisions. This was true even of these 
decisions cheered by liberals, such as the flag-
burning case Texas v. Johnson (1989) and his 

“remarkably pro-defendant” decisions in Ap-
prendi v. New Jersey (2000), Crawford v. Wash-
ington (2004), and United States v. Jones (2012). 
For Hasen, those cases only showed that Sca-
lia’s distrust of government outweighed his an-
tipathy toward criminal defendants.

Hasen barely acknowledges that 
these and other opinions might actu-
ally be the result of Scalia’s deep com-

mitment to the Constitution itself. His opin-
ions upholding the death penalty, for example, 
only prove that Scalia was an “enthusiastic sup-
porter of the death penalty”; they have nothing 
to do with the fact that the Constitution itself 
explicitly recognizes the validity of capital pun-
ishment. Likewise, Scalia’s supposed prejudice 
against affirmative action trumped his com-
mitment to the original understanding of the 
14th Amendment, claims Hasen, which fully 
supported race-based preferences because the 
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Reconstruction Congress gave “legal advan-
tages to…newly freed slaves who needed state 
aid in becoming self-sufficient.” The clear dis-
tinction between the Reconstruction-era laws 
aimed at benefiting former slaves, and modern 
race-based preferences that bestow benefits on 
the basis of skin color’s alleged contributions to 
diversity, seems to have escaped his attention. 
But this crucial distinction made Scalia’s op-
position to modern racial preferences perfectly 
compatible with—even mandated by—equal 
protection under the 14th Amendment. 

Hasen makes much of this question of 
consistency in Scalia’s use of originalism, 
dodging, to a great extent, the much harder 
task of proving why Scalia’s opinions were un-
constitutional. Thus, to take another example, 
Hasen charges that Scalia refused to defer to 
the legislature when it limited money in poli-
tics (exhibiting the Left’s ongoing anger over 
the Citizens United v. Federal Elections Com-
mission [2010]), but two years later did defer 
to the legislature in voting to uphold the law 
banning foreign money in American political 
campaigns, a “contradiction.” Yet, far from 
being inconsistent, the two cases are perfectly 
compatible with the original understanding 
of both the Constitution and the Declaration 
of Independence: citizens have the right to en-
gage in political speech unfettered by govern-

ment regulation, but foreign nationals have no 
right to try to influence the choice of the gov-
ernment to which they are not a party. That 
distinction merely embodies the “consent of 
the governed,” an idea that seems to give pro-
gressives like Hasen a lot of trouble.

Hasen also attempts to discredit 
Scalia (and through him original-
ism itself) by dwelling on what he 

calls the Justice’s “unparalleled level of nas-
tiness and sarcasm,” even while acknowledg-
ing that his “sarcasm was rarely ad hominem.” 
Scalia “served to coarsen judicial discourse 
and may have helped undermine the legiti-
macy of the” Court, Hasen writes, because 
his “constant claims that the majority’s de-
cisions were illegitimate, and not even true 
acts of judging, served as a model for populist 
denunciations of elitist Court decisions.” “As 
partisan talk about the Court has increased,” 
he adds, “public opinion about the Court has 
grown increasingly polarized.” Missing from 
this analysis is even a nod to the possibility 
that judges who impose their own politi-
cal views from the bench—such as the late 
Harry Pregerson, who declared at his con-
firmation hearing to the Ninth Circuit that 
he would “find a way to follow my conscience 
and do what I perceived to be right and just” 

rather than faithfully apply the law—are to 
blame for the Court’s loss of legitimacy, not 
Justice Scalia for calling them out. 

What really seems to trouble Hasen is that 
Scalia has had a lasting impact on jurispru-
dence. Although it’s bad enough that Scalia 
had a profound influence in moving the po-
litical pendulum back from the progressive 
side of things, for Hasen and most of the legal 
academy that is just a temporary setback—
however unpleasant in the interim—that will 
ultimately be set right again. The real danger 
from their perspective is that Scalia may have 

“transformed” the law of the Constitution 
back to what it was supposed to be—a fixed 
text that remains binding both on the politi-
cal branches and on the judiciary, until altered 
by the sovereign people. That view—and we 
should concede here, as Hasen himself notes, 
that Scalia was not always as thoroughly 
originalist as, say, Justice Thomas—does not 
merely threaten to moderate the swings of the 
pendulum, but to stop it in its tracks. 

John C. Eastman is founding director of the 
Claremont Institute’s Center for Constitutional 
Jurisprudence, a senior fellow of the Claremont 
Institute, and the Henry Salvatori Professor of 
Law & Community Service at Chapman Uni-
versity’s Dale E. Fowler School of Law.
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Book Review by David E. Bernstein

Are Corporations People Too?
We the Corporations: How American Businesses Won their Civil Rights, by Adam Winkler.

Liveright, 496 pages, $28.95

Citizens united v. fec (2010) af-
firmed the First Amendment right 
of corporations to spend money on 

behalf of political candidates. Ever since, 
progressive politicians and pundits have de-
nounced it for treating corporations as per-
sons with the same constitutional rights as in-
dividuals. UCLA law professor Adam Win-
kler’s new book, We the Corporations: How 
American Businesses Won Their Civil Rights, 
turns this critique on its head. Winkler ex-
plains that courts have consistently used the 
notion of “corporate personhood” to limit cor-
porations’ legal rights. Because they are cre-
ations of state law, corporate “persons” have 
been subject to special legal restrictions. Cor-
porations have been more successful in assert-
ing constitutional rights when courts ignore 

“corporate personhood” in favor of seeing cor-
porations as asserting the rights of their (hu-
man) shareholders.

Populists of all parties have long attacked 
corporations as unwelcome intruders in 
American life. Winkler, however, emphasizes 
that corporations have been with us from our 
colonial beginnings. Many of the original set-
tlements, and eventually the colonies them-
selves, were products of corporate charters 
authorized by the king of England. 

American colonists became accustomed 
to the notion that their rights and responsi-
bilities were delineated in colonial charters, 

and that their relationship with their gov-
ernments was voluntary and business-like. 
When Parliament chose to override this 
relationship by ruling directly from Eng-
land, the colonists rebelled. Winkler makes 
a compelling case that American constitu-
tional development was heavily influenced by 
this experience.

Winkler’s history of corporate 
rights will likely surprise those 
who only ever see anti-corporate 

good guys battling it out with black-hatted 
corporate shills. Chief Justice Roger Taney, 
for example—who wrote the infamous Dred 
Scott v. Sandford (1857) opinion declaring that 
persons of African descent have “no rights 
the white man was bound to respect”—was 
a leading opponent of corporate rights. De-
cades later, the Lochner Court, often (unfair-
ly) depicted as the handmaiden of rapacious 
corporations, halted the ongoing expansion 
of corporate rights, allowing corporations to 
claim property rights but denying they could 
claim liberty rights, such as freedom of ex-
pression or association. 

As Winkler notes, the denial of corporate 
liberty rights provided a readily-available ra-
tionale for the Court in 1908 to deny Berea 
College’s challenge to a Kentucky law re-
quiring it to segregate. The Court’s focus on 
Berea College’s corporate charter seems a bit 

pretextual, but in other circumstances anti-
corporate sentiment directly benefitted segre-
gationist forces. Though Winkler neglects the 
case, Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) is instructive.

In Plessy, the Supreme Court upheld a 
Louisiana law requiring separate railroad 
accommodations for blacks and whites, on 
the grounds that the law appropriately pro-
hibited forced integration. This is an odd 
way to describe a state law requiring segrega-
tion, and, as Justice John Marshall Harlan 
pointed out in dissent, seemed to prohibit 
freedom of association among train riders. 
This oddity is explained by resentment over 
railroad corporations’ economic power. Left 
to their own devices, many railroads, leery 
of segregation’s costs, would have permitted 
integration, “forcing” Southern whites to 
bow to the rules of monopolistic out-of-state 
corporations and involuntarily mingle with 
blacks on railroad cars. The Court saw the 
Louisiana law as a justified restriction on the 
power of private railroad corporations to un-
dermine local white supremacist mores.

Counter-intuitively, though the purport-
edly reactionary Lochner Court denied lib-
erty rights to corporations, the liberal New 
Deal and Warren Courts granted them. 
Once the Justices shifted their focus from 
property rights and federalism to freedom 
of speech, they had to grant corporations 
liberty rights to protect corporate-owned 
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various individuals who played major roles 
in the battle over corporate rights. Wheth-
er this is a sound choice is a matter of taste. 
Some may find these descriptions liven a 
dull subject; others, like this reviewer, might 
find them trivial and distracting. Consider 
the following representative example: “As he 
took the stand in the Aldermanic Chamber 
of City Hall, the slender George Perkins, 
with his youthful, innocent face and hair 
neatly parted in the middle like a schoolboy, 
appeared no match for the tall, broad-shoul-
dered, stern-looking lead investigator for 
the Armstrong Committee, Charles Evans 
Hughes.” 

I would be more tolerant of these descrip-
tive detours if Winkler’s legal analysis were 
more thorough and meticulous, as should be 
expected from a 400-page tome by a law pro-
fessor. Though I don’t have any significant res-
ervations about the general trustworthiness 

of the book, I did notice a lack of precision in 
his discussion of case precedents. 

One of the book’s important themes is 
that businesses, blessed with the resources 
to pursue novel legal theories through top 
lawyers, are often pioneers in establishing 
constitutional rights that also apply to indi-
viduals. Winkler cites Allgeyer v. Louisiana 
(1897), which he rates one of the most im-
portant Supreme Court cases because it es-
tablished the right to liberty of contract, and 
was a “groundbreaking precedent” for pro-
tecting other unenumerated liberty rights 
under the 14th Amendment’s due process 
clause. At best, this is exaggerated. The 
Court first asserted a generalized right to lib-
erty of contract two years earlier, in Frisbie v. 
United States, not in Allgeyer. Allgeyer’s hold-
ing, meanwhile, established only the narrow 
proposition that a resident of one state has 
the right to contract with parties residing 
in another state without undue interference 
by his own state. And the Supreme Court 
made no significant progress on protect-
ing unenumerated rights beyond liberty of 
contract until Meyer v. Nebraska (1923), by 
which time Allgeyer was relied upon only as 
one of 14 cases in a string citation to relevant 
precedents.

Moving forward over a century, 
Winkler treats Burwell v. Hobby 
Lobby Stores, Inc.’s (2014) holding 

that a closely-held corporation may claim 
free exercise of religion rights as a signifi-
cant innovation. In 1961, however, the Court 
ruled on a free exercise challenge by Crown 
Kosher Supermarket, a corporation owned 
by Orthodox Jews, to a law requiring that 
stores be closed on Sunday. Although the 
Court rejected the free exercise claim by a 
vote of 6 to 3, none of the Justices objected to 
a closely-held corporation claiming free ex-
ercise rights. Hobby Lobby was controversial 
because it involved a corporation owned by 
conservative Christians challenging Obam-
acare birth control mandates, which pushed 
various ideological buttons on the left, not 
because it was unprecedented for the Su-
preme Court to permit corporations to as-
sert free exercise rights.

Winkler also fails to reckon with the in-
corporation doctrine’s importance in the de-
velopment of corporate rights. This doctrine, 
which developed in the middle of the 20th 
century, holds that the 14th Amendment’s 
due process clause protects almost all rights 
delineated in the Bill of Rights against the 
states, and that these rights are interpreted 
the same way against states as against the 
federal government. As a result, when a state 

“Reading these memoirs, we too  
experience events as they were unfolding 

for the author. . . . As in his novels,  
we put our fingers on the pulse  

of history.”

—American Scholar

 “This action-packed account, beautifully 
translated by Marian Schwartz, tells  
the story of one moment in which the 

failure of good men to act made all  
the difference in the world.” 

—National Review
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newspapers from hostile regulations, such as 
those imposed in the early 1930s by Louisi-
ana Governor Huey Long. 

The civil rights movement provided an addi-
tional impetus for expanding corporate rights. 
To protect the NAACP—a corporation—
from harassment by the State of Alabama, the 
Court had to recognize that non-profit corpo-
rations may assert their members’ right to “ex-
pressive association.” Winkler doesn’t mention 
it, but concerns about freedom of speech and 
civil rights coalesced when the Warren Court, 
in New York Times Co. v. Sullivan (1964), held 
that the Constitution protected the Times 
from an Alabama libel lawsuit motivated by 
hostility to the Times’s civil rights coverage. 

Winkler wrote we the corpora-
tions for a popular audience. He 
therefore spends much of the book 

depicting the often-colorful backgrounds of 
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law restricting corporate speech is at issue, in 
practice the Court is interpreting the First 
Amendment’s right to freedom of speech, not 
the 14th Amendment’s due process clause—
and as a textual matter, it’s far easier to justify 
the regulation of corporate speech as not de-
priving anyone of liberty under the due pro-
cess clause than to explain how it fails to in-
fringe upon the freedom of speech protected 
by the First Amendment.

We the Corporations is not an ideological 
tract, but Winkler repeats standard—and 
dubious—progressive historiography as fact. 
For example, he regurgitates progressive 
dogma about the evils of late 19th-century 
trusts, ignoring several decades of public-
choice economics literature that casts sig-
nificant doubt on that narrative. He also 
endorses the notion that state competition 
in creating corporate law creates a “race to 
the bottom,” as if this view is uncontrover-
sial. Many corporate law scholars, on the 
contrary, believe such interstate competition 
is a healthy process that encourages efficient 
rule-making.

Winkler wildly overemphasizes 
the significance of one of the great 
bogeymen of the modern Ameri-

can Left, the so-called “Powell Memo.” In 
1971, future Supreme Court Justice Lewis 
Powell, who was then a lawyer in private 
practice, urged the American corporate 
community to organize a legal and politi-
cal defense against the increasingly assertive 
regulatory state. Given the increased power 
of federal agencies, the rise of left-wing “con-

sumer” groups, and the growth of the lawsuit 
industry (thanks to various legal innovations 
that encouraged lucrative lawsuits against 
corporations), increased political assertive-
ness by corporate America was inevitable, 
with or without Powell. 

Winkler confuses pro-free market orga-
nizations founded in the 1970s, such as the 
Cato Institute and the Heritage Foundation, 
with pro-corporate flack. This conflation of 
corporate interest with free markets raises a 
broader conceptual issue. Any given corpo-
ration’s interest can lie in either more or less 
government regulation, depending on the cir-
cumstances. An American steel company may 
support tariffs to protect its product from 
foreign competition, and an automobile man-
ufacturer oppose those same tariffs if it can 
produce cars more cheaply with foreign steel. 
The widely diverse interests of corporations, 
depending on location, size, industry, and so 
on, provide an important reason that “corpo-
rate” political influence is frequently exagger-
ated—the influence of one corporate interest 
group is often counterbalanced by another 
with opposing interests. We the Corpora-
tions neglects this dynamic, instead implicitly 
adopting the premise that corporations have a 
uniform interest in less regulation.

As the continuing hullabaloo 
over Citizens United suggests, the 
most salient First Amendment con-

troversy over corporate rights is whether and 
to what extent the government may limit 
corporate political speech. Winkler sim-
ply assumes that good-guy public interest 

groups, seeking campaign finance “reform,” 
are pitted against voracious corporate self-
interest. Yet the effects of limiting campaign 
spending on “speech” are not politically neu-
tral. The ideological Left controls most lead-
ing sources of influence on American pub-
lic opinion, including Hollywood, the arts, 
mainline churches, universities, the public-
school establishment, corporate bureaucra-
cies, National Public Radio, and the three 
legacy news networks. One arena in which 
the Right competes on something like a level 
playing field is in raising and spending mon-
ey on political causes. The desire to circum-
scribe the Right’s ability to appeal directly to 
the public surely helps explain why the Left 
is so keen on regulating political spending.

The Left does not, however, want the gov-
ernment to regulate how the New York Times 
spends its resources, even though, by setting 
the news agenda, the Times likely has had a 
greater influence on public opinion than all 
corporate political spending combined. That 
raises an important question for opponents 
of Citizens United: under what theory may 
the government regulate the participation of 
a non-media corporation in the political pro-
cess, which would not allow it also to regu-
late the content of the Times? Answering this 
question has proven extremely difficult.

In We the Corporations, Adam Winkler 
resolved the dilemma by not even raising the 
question.

David E. Bernstein is University Professor at 
George Mason University’s Antonin Scalia Law 
School.
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Book Review by Charles Hill

I Spy
The Secret World: A History of Intelligence, by Christopher Andrew.

Yale University Press, 960 pages, $40

Boys are natural spies. eager to 
perfect our crafty skills, we (my friends 
and I) always wanted to play the In-

dian—the wily Mohawk whistling a “bird” 
call signal from the forest depths beyond 
the campfire, or the silent Apache peering 
through a cleft rock at the unsuspecting trail 
riders below. Growing up on the edge of the 
Atlantic shore we shaded our evening lamps 
so the German U-boats we knew were out 
there could not see our cottages’ silhouettes.

We read Sherlock Holmes’s “Adventure of 
the Bruce-Partington Plans”—the designs for 
our side’s ultimate submarine, the most jeal-
ously guarded of all government secrets. At 
a boardwalk newsstand I discovered, for 35 
cents, The Spy’s Bedside Book (1957), edited 
by Graham Greene, and his brother, Hugh. 
After reading Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901), 
about a boy spy in “The Great Game,” I felt 
my tradecraft was nearly complete.

Later, my Foreign Service Officer A-100 
orientation class was titillated by the CIA 
briefer who told us he “wore two cloaks,” im-
probably one for operational, the other for 
analytical missions. Then came Orchids for 
Mother (1977), Aaron Latham’s roman à clef 
about James Jesus Angleton, the Agency’s 
Cold War counterintelligence maven whose 
Yale College literary bent gained the notice 
of Ezra Pound and provided Angleton with 

“The New Criticism” as a methodology for 
detecting any Soviet “mole” in the American 
intelligence system by “close reading” the evi-
dence, stripped of all external theories.

At Yale I found spying-as-patriotism rep-
resented in the statue of Nathan Hale, hands 
bound, awaiting execution by the hated Brit-
ish (I was told a replica fronted CIA head-
quarters at Langley). Yale’s Robin Winks, a 
British Empire buff, explained the genealogy 
from Nathan Hale to James Jesus Angleton 

in Cloak and Gown: Scholars in the Secret War, 
1939–1961 (1987). Yale men formed a core 
cadre in World War II’s Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS), which transmogrified into 
the CIA for the Cold War. It was an “old boy 
thing,” thrilling, romantic, and pursued in the 
shadows of world-historical events.

Intelligence, we learn in christopher 
Andrew’s monumental new book, The Se-
cret World: A History of Intelligence, is en-

trenched in all we call history, and indeed in 
the human condition itself. Implicit through-
out The Secret World ’s hundreds of pages are 
four sets of questions:

1. What’s going on? This most obvious 
question is the most difficult to an-
swer; strategy and policy flow from 
speculation about “what those guys 
are up to.” The answers offered are 
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pouch through which they exchanged se-
cret reports with the home office. Andrew 
reviews the significant national variations 
within this structure which, in large part, 
fed off and sought to manipulate the sudden 
flood of information produced by Johannes 
Gutenberg’s printing press technology. Dur-
ing the same period Russia developed its dis-
tinctive methods of state secrecy—notably 
strict compartmentalization so that no one 
agent would know what others were doing—
a case study in how secrecy styles can emerge 
from a particular culture and then return to 
further shape that society’s character.

The world’s most sophisticated intelli-
gence system, and the first to recruit agents 
among its most reviled ideological enemies, 
was created and directed by Queen Eliza-
beth I’s principal secretary, Sir Francis Wals-
ingham. Walsingham established, between 
the English and the Dutch, the first inter-
national codebreaking alliance. Elizabeth’s 
great “Rainbow Portrait” vividly displays the 
primacy she attached to intelligence by the 
images on her robes of ears and eyes; their 
message was video et taceo, “I see but say 
nothing.” As Andrew concludes, “Nowhere 
in the world is there another portrait of a 
ruler that pays such tribute to the quality of 
the intelligence service.”

At this point in the secret world’s 
account of intelligence, the function 
becomes inseparable from interna-

tional relations and foreign policy in general. 
Andrew’s vivid examples range from Jean-
Baptiste Colbert’s addition of finance to the 
French state’s secret portfolio, to Britain’s in-
trigue-packed Jacobite uprising, at the end of 
which Bonnie Prince Charlie escaped “Over 
the Sea to Skye” through the machinations 
of an extensive Jacobite intelligence network. 
Intelligence and the American Revolution ap-
pear as well (though the secret diplomacy be-
hind the Louisiana Purchase and the masked 
purposes of Lewis and Clark go unmentioned).

Intelligence shifted its focus in the Age of 
Revolution, from state rivals to the danger of 
subversion and overthrow from within. An-
drew highlights some gross missteps in intel-
ligence analysis here. The 1814 Congress of 
Vienna, for example, at which Klemens von 
Metternich devised a system for a retrograde 
state legitimacy dedicated to monitoring and 
neutering revolution, focused unduly on gossip 
and back-stair rumor, allowing such “analytical” 
missteps to produce “alarmist intelligence as-
sessments derived from a grotesque exaggera-
tion of the threat of student revolution.”

Andrew’s final chapters merge the forces 
of revolution with the strategies of the Great 
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always varied and disputed. We can 
never be quite sure that we’ve got 
it right; but the attempt must be 
made.

2. What do they have or are trying to 
get—and how much does it matter? 
Where do they stand in the “race” to 
acquire an operational advantage? 
Despite great efforts to gain such 
knowledge, we are repeatedly sur-
prised, as with the Soviet Sputnik 
or North Korea’s astonishing leap 
into long-range deliverable nuclear 
weapons.

3. Who is really in charge? What is 
the shifting internal political situ-
ation at the top? On this matter 
Americans often assume that the 
other party’s political contest is be-
tween “hardliners” and “moderates,” 
and that our task is to avoid acts 
that strengthen the former.

4. What is the intelligible field of study? 
Are we looking at a state or a “non-
state actor”? An oligarchy? A fam-
ily? If the area is large and long-in-
place—a culture or a civilization—is 
there something to be learned from 
what Alexis de Tocqueville called 
the country’s point of departure?

The secret world provides an in-
dispensable basis for recognizing in-
telligence as something far more than 

even aficionados of spy literature could imag-
ine. Sun Tzu, unsurprisingly, opens the story. 
Andrew, who is emeritus professor of modern 
and contemporary history at the University of 
Cambridge, mentions the likelihood that The 
Art of War is an ancient forgery—precepts 
drawn together in the Warring States Period 
purporting to be of an earlier time in order to 
portray the military as not brutish but “Con-
fucian.” The late Michael Handel of the U.S. 
Naval War College, in his study of enduring 
strategic principles, Masters of War (2000), 
concluded that Sun Tzu’s advice amounts to 

“Buy Low, Sell High”; students today adore 
Sun Tzu for his claim that wars can be won 
without fighting, and his advocacy of some-
thing like “soft power.” But the fundamental 
importance of The Art of War is its insistence 
on deception and intelligence.

The ancient world, Andrew shows, put 
in place the building blocks for any modern 
power’s understanding of intelligence gath-
ering and operational consequences. But 
modern Western intelligence starts with 
Renaissance Venice’s innovative system of 
sending out resident ambassadors with dip-
lomatic immunity and a closed diplomatic 
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Powers in the two world wars and the Cold 
War as states, empires, and subversives come 
into ever changing variations of confrontation 
and conflict. PURPLE, ULTRA, MAGIC—
the famed encryptions all are here, with An-
drew providing a new take on each with chill-
ing anecdotes, such as the moment when Jo-
seph Stalin’s and Alger Hiss’s eyes met across 
the table at Yalta. In sum, Andrew’s gargan-
tuan work gives the perception that intel-
ligence, originally an adjunct to warfare, has 
moved, propelled by the power of modernity 
itself, into the mainstream of governance and 
beyond that into a primary position in all big 
power matters of rivalry, war, and peace. As 
the pages turn, the subtitle, A History of Intel-
ligence, seems to shimmer and shift into his-
tory as intelligence, with today’s cyber warfare 
worries exemplifying the transmogrification.

In the end, we are left with the ir-
reducible human factor. That Winston 
Churchill was fixated on intelligence and 

Franklin Roosevelt indifferent may have de-
cided the shape of World War II. The CIA’s 
institutionalization in 1947—the first public-
ly created intelligence agency in history—was, 
as its name indicates, central to the Cold War 
cause. Yet at the same time the vast Soviet 
intelligence and surveillance empire kept the 
USSR in being well beyond its “natural lon-
gevity.” The great underlying issue across the 
pages of The Secret World takes us back to Sun 
Tzu: know the enemy, know yourself.

Neither of these is well understood at pres-
ent. Area studies in today’s universities—the 
languages, history, culture, and religion of a 
place—is a spavined vestige of what the field 
was in the mid-20th century. America once 
led in such studies, but politicization has rav-
aged our ability to inform ourselves about the 
cultures and civilizations we must understand 
in order to make decisions about their pur-
poses and intentions.

Probably no major power ever had to ac-
quire as much intelligence on another great 
culture as did Britain, through the British 
East India Company in its 17th- to 19th-cen-
tury encounters with India. In North Amer-
ica the British had a natural foothold among 
the colonists they governed; but nothing 
on the Ganges resembled anything on the 
Thames or the Potomac. Bernard S. Cohn’s 
Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge: The 
British in India (1996) and C.A. Bayly’s Em-

pire and Information: Intelligence Gathering 
and Social Communication in India, 1780–
1870 (1996), ably detail the immense British 
struggle, in all its vicissitudes, to compre-
hend “the bazaar, temple, and mosque.” Such 
in-depth, country-specific studies of intel-
ligence compliment Andrew’s sweeping his-
tory, by casting light on the importance, and 
great difficulty, of understanding and engag-
ing foreign cultures.

At the outset the east india com-
pany sought to quantify its knowl-
edge of India in order to make trade 

pay and produce “progress.” But its focus 
soon had to shift toward understanding In-
dia’s various languages and puzzling com-
munications systems. Over time, the effort 
produced an appreciation for India’s ancient 
traditions of statecraft. Kipling’s Kim por-

Indian knowledge. By the mid-19th century 
it could be said that the British, while mak-
ing unprecedented contributions to scholar-
ship about the subcontinent and its past, had 
mainly created an imagined Indian version 
of Britain. Its failure in its “intelligence” ob-
jective was demonstrated by the East India 
Company’s inability before the 1857 Indian 
Mutiny to distinguish rumor from reality in 
the episode of the supposedly greased (with 
pig or cow fat) Enfield rifle cartridges (the 
first an abomination to Muslims, the second 
to Hindus). Equally disruptive to authori-
ties were claims that chapattis (the common 
flatbread staple of the Indian diet) contained 
coded messages as they passed hand-to-hand 
from village to village. The result, writes 
Bayly, was “information panic” among the 
British. 

This excursion into india is not 
meant to take anything away from Pro-
fessor Andrew’s indispensable The Se-

cret World but to note what is available to be 
learned from one, or several, ultimately failed 
efforts to understand that particular tactical 
approaches to intelligence gathering need to 
cohere. There is no substitute for a compre-
hensive program for “knowing the country.”

Even more important than knowing the 
other country is knowing your own. Over 
the past half-century the U.S. has lost, or 
thrown away, its sources of self-knowledge: 
its Tocquevillian “point of departure” in co-
lonial New England, its cultural coherence 
shaped by Revolutionary and Federalist ideas, 
the 19th-century “American Renaissance” in 
literature, the 1930s Depression-era works 
program to collect the myths, stories, and 
music of the heartland, and the Cold War 
pride in “Americanism.” Until these and 
other genealogies of nationhood are located 
anew and woven into secondary school and 
college education, the work of intelligence 
collection and analysis cannot hope to attain 
the levels of importance and understanding 
chronicled in Christopher Andrew’s The Se-
cret World.

Charles Hill, a career minister in the U.S. For-
eign Service, is a research fellow at the Hoover In-
stitution as well as Brady-Johnson Distinguished 
Fellow in Grand Strategy, Senior Lecturer in In-
ternational Studies, and Senior Lecturer in Hu-
manities at Yale University.

The CIA was an
“old boy thing,”

thrilling, romantic,
and pursued in
the shadows of

world-historical events.

trays these changes in the space of the nov-
el’s four to five years: from school courses in 
trigonometry, to the languages of the Grand 
Trunk Road, to glimpses of the essence of 
the entire ecumene.

Britain’s own information network began 
to take shape between 1790 and 1820. At-
tempts to understand, accommodate, and ad-
minister Indian versions of law were followed 
by scholarly studies of Indian thought and art. 
As Bayly observes, “What emerged was a dual 
economy of knowledge: an ‘advanced’ section 
which used western forms of representation 
and communication subsisting within an at-
tenuated but still massive hinterland employ-
ing older styles of information and debate.” 
These systems had begun to decay at the 
fringes as the craze for statistical knowledge 
edged out human intelligence after 1830. This 
sounds familiar.

The forms of British knowledge were not 
those of India, so the British reordered their 
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Essay by Mackubin Thomas Owens

Our Herodotus

The dutch-american writer nich-
olas Spykman observed in 1944 that 
“geography is the most fundamental 

factor in foreign policy because it is the most 
permanent.” Many thinkers treated geogra-
phy and geopolitics as passé fields of study 
after America’s victories in the Cold War 
and against Iraq in the early 1990s. Instead, 
many U.S. policymakers accepted a vision of 
the world that might be described as “strate-
gic happy talk,” a misguided view forever dis-
tilled in Thomas L. Friedman’s The World Is 
Flat (2005)—his paean to the belief that in-
terdependence and cooperation had replaced 
competition in international affairs, with the 
gratifying result that peace and prosperity 
would perpetuate and reinforce themselves. 
To a great extent, those rosy assumptions 
shaped the policies of Bill Clinton, George 
W. Bush, and Barack Obama. Unfortunately, 
this century’s wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
the failure of the Russian “reset,” Europe’s 
self-induced travails, China’s seemingly re-

lentless military rise, and the failure of Is-
lamic states to embrace liberal democracy 
reveal that strategic happy talk continues to 
run up against geopolitical reality. 

A Herodotus for Our Time

Enter the anti-friedman, robert 
Kaplan, regular contributor to the 
Atlantic and fellow at the Center for 

a New American Security (CNAS). His 18 
books and scores of articles, which explain 
why the world is definitely not flat, have es-
tablished him as one of the most consequen-
tial geopolitical thinkers of our time. He 
achieved that stature less for his originality 
than for his ability to synthesize longstand-
ing but neglected concepts and insights into 
a coherent understanding. The military his-
torian John Keegan called geography the 

“Rosetta Stone of battles.” Kaplan shows that 
geography is also the Rosetta Stone of world 
history.

Rather than negating geography, he argues, 
technology has only made the world “smaller 
and more claustrophobic, so that each patch 
of earth is more dearly held and more closely 
contested than ever before, while each re-
gion and crisis zone is more interconnected 
with every other one as never before.” The 
shrinkage and crowding of the globe means a 
world of never-ending, rapid-fire crises, which 
should encourage us to be prudent when con-
sidering foreign intervention.

Kaplan describes himself as a realist, ar-
guing that realism is a “sensibility” rooted in 
a “mature sense of the tragic.” The realist rec-
ognizes that he must work with the elemen-
tal causes of war identified by Thucydides—
honor, fear, and interest—rather than against 
them. His books are part travel narrative, part 
geopolitical treatise, combining remarkable 
observational talents with strategic insights. 
His method for understanding the world is 
captured by a diplomat’s comment that Ka-
plan noted in The Arabists: The Romance of 
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an American Elite (1993): “Read, travel, read, 
travel, that’s the way to go.” Kaplan not only 
travels through the world’s regions but also 

“travels” through scholars’ ideas, testing his 
own concepts against theirs. One sees this in 
his essays on such exemplary realists as Hen-
ry Kissinger, Samuel Huntington, and John 
Mearsheimer. 

Kaplan is the contemporary heir to 
Herodotus, the great observer of human af-
fairs. While Herodotus is described as the 
first historian, the correct translation of the 
title of his work, The Histories, is Inquiries. 
Herodotus the Greek was inquiring into the 
ways of the other peoples with whom the 
Greeks were in contact, especially the Per-
sians, Scythians, and Egyptians. One result 
of his inquiries was the conviction that each 
of these peoples was shaped to some degree 
by its territorial setting. Kaplan, following 
Herodotus, understands that cultures and 
civilizations continually interact in time and 
space and are therefore shaped by geographic 
realities. He explicitly acknowledges Herodo-
tus in The Revenge of Geography (2012), which 
includes a tour d’horizon of the works of ear-
lier geopolitical thinkers, especially Marshall 
G.S. Hodgson and William H. McNeill, who 
challenged Arnold Toynbee and Oswald 
Spengler’s belief that separate civilizations 
pursued their destinies more or less indepen-
dently of one another.

Geopolitical thinkers are often dismissed 
as determinists who believe that geography 
is destiny. Kaplan shows that, for the most 
part, these writers’ arguments are far from 
deterministic: only the main directions of a 
state’s proper strategy may be deduced from 
its geographical situation. Thus, the strategies 
of commercial seafaring peoples like Athens, 
Great Britain, and the United States have dif-
fered from those of land-based Sparta, Ger-
many, and Russia.

Europe and Eurasia

In the revenge of geography, for ex-
ample, Kaplan rejects the idea that Eu-
rope is merely a financial construct. It is 

a much broader, cultural phenomenon, he 
contends, a “truly ambitious work in progress” 
that “will be influenced by trends and con-
vulsions from the south and east in a world 
reeling from a crisis of room.” He implicitly 
criticized the Obama Administration strat-
egy of “pivoting” to the Pacific: there will be 
history made in Europe, he writes, and hence 
significant threats and opportunities for the 
United States.

Kaplan returns to Eurasia in his most re-
cent book, The Return of Marco Polo’s World 

(2018), arguing that what we call “the West” 
reached its point of maximum cohesion in 
the conclusion and immediate aftermath 
of the Cold War, which brought to a close 
the Long European War (1914–89). NATO 
and the European Union constituted a kind 
of geopolitical “condensation” of the West’s 
moral and political tradition. Having defeat-
ed Communism, these institutions extended 
the Western European system eastward into 
the “Inter-marium” between the Baltic and 

a tide of refugees into Europe. As a conse-
quence, Europe now “fractures from within 
as reactionary populism takes hold” and “dis-
solves from without, as it is reunited with the 
destiny of Afro-Eurasia as a whole.”

As Europe disappears, Eurasia coheres. 
The supercontinent is becoming one 
fluid, comprehensible unit of trade and 
conflict, as the Westphalian system of 
states weakens and older, imperial lega-
cies—Russian, Chinese, Iranian, Turk-
ish—become paramount. Every crisis 
from Central Europe to the ethnic-Han 
Chinese heartland is now interlinked. 
There is one singular battle space.

Kaplan contends that we can learn much 
about the emerging geopolitics of Eurasia by 
recalling the travels of the late 13th-century 
Venetian merchant Marco Polo. China’s am-
bitious new “One Road, One Belt” initiative, 
for instance—essentially a modern manifes-
tation of the land and maritime “Silk Road”—
follows exactly the route that Marco Polo 
traveled. He concludes: “The unipolarity that 
defined the Post Cold War is over, the West 
itself is dissipating, and we are back to classi-
cal geography—particularly in Europe.”

The Indo-Pacific

Asia’s cauldron (2014), about the 
South China Sea, describes how the 
region’s character arises from the in-

tersection of Indian/Khmer and Sinic (Chi-
nese) cultures. Rather than placing Southeast 
Asia in the East Asia and Pacific realm (as 
both the Pentagon and State Department do), 
we should, Kaplan argues, consider the region 
as “part of an organic continuum that is more 
properly labeled the Indo-Pacific, whose mar-
itime heart is the South China Sea.” What 
makes this body of water so important—and 
so dangerous—is that it is where the interests 
of China, the states that border it, and the 
United States come into conflict. Kaplan ar-
gues that war between the two great nations is 
not inevitable. But it is possible. The military 
rise of China alarms its neighbors. Will they 

“bandwagon” with China, or seek counter-
balancing alignment with the United States? 
How will China react if weaker states in the 
region choose the latter course?

The South China Sea is a nervous region, 
crowded with warships and commercial ves-
sels, where sea denial is cheaper and easier to 
achieve than sea control. Such a region is par-
ticularly vulnerable to miscalculation or mis-
communication. Despite the region’s volatility, 
Kaplan contends that the United States “must 

Books by Robert D. Kaplan
discussed in this essay:

The Arabists: The Romance of an
American Elite. Free Press,

368 pages, $18 (paper)

The Revenge of Geography: What the 
Map Tells Us About Coming Conflicts 

and the Battle Against Fate.
Random House, 432 pages,

$28 (cloth), $18 (paper)

The Return of Marco Polo’s World: War, 
Strategy, and American Interests in the 
Twenty-first Century. Random House, 

304 pages, $28

Asia’s Cauldron: The South China Sea
and the End of a Stable Pacific.
Random House, 256 pages,

$26 (cloth), $17 (paper)

Earning the Rockies: How Geography 
Shapes America’s Role in the World.

Random House, 224 pages,
$27 (cloth), $18 (paper)

Black Seas. Although this system was based 
on a generous welfare state—an attempt at 
moral redemption in response to the terrible 
suffering of 1914-18 and 1939-45—its gen-
erosity was unsustainable and led, over time, 
to debt-ridden, economically stagnant Euro-
pean societies.

Europe remained demographically sepa-
rate from the Muslim Middle East, where 
totalitarian prison-states were, for the most 
part, propped up by Soviet power. Europeans 
were able to reject power politics and preach 
human rights simultaneously, writes Kaplan, 

“precisely because tens of millions of Muslims 
nearby were being denied human rights, and 
with them the freedom of movement.” But the 
collapse of these prison-states has unleashed 
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safeguard a maritime system of international 
legal norms, buttressed by a favorable balance 
of power regimen.” 

As a realist who believes that states operate 
in their own interests and seek to maximize 
power relative to other actors in the interna-
tional system, Kaplan acknowledges that Chi-
na’s actions are merely reflective of the South 
China Sea’s role as its strategic hinterland. 
He likens China’s approach to the Monroe 
Doctrine. Just as the Caribbean is close to the 
United States and far from the great Europe-
an powers of the 18th and 19th centuries, so 
the South China Sea is close to China and far 
from the United States. The difference is that, 
unlike the newly independent Caribbean and 
Latin American states that saw the United 
States as a bulwark against the re-imposition 
of European colonialism, China’s neighbors 
look to the United States as a counterbalance 
against Beijing’s military growth.

America and the World 

Kaplan argues that the source of 
America’s power is rooted in geogra-
phy and history. Earning the Rockies 

(2017) shows that America derives its power 
from being a continent, nation, and empire 
all at once. In travels from Massachusetts to 
San Diego he reflects that, “America’s geogra-
phy is the most favored in the world: one per-
fectly apportioned for nationhood and global 
responsibility. America combines splendid 
isolation and oceanic access to both Europe 
and Asia.” If the United States is to provide 
the security necessary for a liberal world order, 
something it has done since the end of World 
War II, it must begin by maintaining its own 
geographical base. 

How should the United States cope with 
the new geopolitics of Eurasia and the Indo-
Pacific? As Europe dissolves and NATO 
weakens, depriving America of its main point 
of entry into Europe, the U.S. has the luxury 
of falling back on its primary source of stra-
tegic leverage: sea power, which permits us to 

“act with caution and restraint, without drift-
ing into neo-isolationism.” Kaplan’s preferred 
strategy of offshore balancing, or “strategic 
restraint,” reflects the thinking of Sir Francis 
Bacon, who observed over four centuries ago 
that “he that commands the sea is at great lib-
erty, and may take as much and as little of the 
war as he will. Whereas those that be stron-
gest by land are many times nevertheless in 
great straits.”

Although he acknowledges that the stra-
tegic position of the U.S. has eroded over 
time, Kaplan notes that Eurasia’s two princi-
pal hinge states, Russia and China, each face 
severe ethnic, political, and economic chal-
lenges far more dangerous than any confront-
ing America. And a Eurasia “characterized 
by nonstop crisis and political stagnation and 
weakness—a world where chaos and wealth 
creation go hand in hand—is one that will 
keep our competitors preoccupied.” What’s 
more, America’s emerging energy dominance 
provides us with breathing room that the 
Eurasian powers lack.

His Critics

Kaplan’s academic critics, many of 
them postmodern “geographers,” criti-
cize him for defending imperialism as 

a prosperous, stabilizing force in the world. For 
this he is unapologetic. From a 2014 Atlantic 
essay, “In Defense of Empire”: 

[I]mperialism is now seen by global elites 
as altogether evil, despite empires’ having 
offered the most benign form of order for 
thousands of years, keeping the anarchy 
of ethnic, tribal, and sectarian war bands 
to a reasonable minimum. Compared 
with imperialism, democracy is a new 
and uncertain phenomenon. Even the 
two most estimable democracies in mod-
ern history, the United States and Great 
Britain, were empires for long periods.”

Many political thinkers, but not all, have 
regarded republic and empire as incompatible. 
A notable exception was Machiavelli, who in 
his Discourses on Livy wrote, “If any one there-
fore wishes to establish an entirely new repub-
lic, he will have to consider whether he wishes 
to have her expand in power and dominion 
like Rome, or whether he intends to confine 
her within narrow limits.” And despite their 
political differences, both Alexander Hamil-
ton and Thomas Jefferson linked republic and 
empire, the former referring to the United 
States as a “republican empire” and the latter 
as an “empire of liberty.” 

Other critics accuse him of “orientalism,” 
militarism, and worst of all, Americanism. 
And there is perhaps a tension between his 
realism and his apparent belief in the United 
States as a force for good in the world. He 
himself has acknowledged as much by repu-
diating the Iraq War, which he supported in 

2003 but later deplored as imprudent, the 
cardinal sin of realism. Nonetheless, he con-
tinues to believe that the United States plays 
an essential role in international geopolitics. 
This nation alone, he argues, possesses the 
continental resources and transoceanic pow-
er needed to underwrite a liberal interna-
tional order. That order, in turn, is the only 
basis for securing liberty and prosperity to 
an increasing number of people in a danger-
ous world. 

Although Kaplan does not use the term, he 
advocates in effect “hegemonic stability,” the 
international relations theory which holds 
that free and open international trade—glo-
balization—requires more than simply a glob-
al invisible hand. Instead, it needs a hegemon-
ic power willing and able to provide the world 
with economic stability and international se-
curity. During the 19th century, Great Brit-
ain functioned as the hegemon; since World 
War II, the United States has fulfilled this 
role. Despite the attendant burdens, hege-
mony is a win-win, beneficial to the hegemon 
and the world at large. Conversely, a decline in 
relative American power could create a more 
disorderly, less peaceful world. As the late 
Samuel Huntington wrote in his essay “Why 
International Primacy Matters”:

A world without U.S. primacy will be 
a world with more violence and disor-
der and less democracy and economic 
growth than a world where the United 
States continues to have more influ-
ence than any other country in shaping 
global affairs. The sustained interna-
tional primacy of the United States is 
central to the welfare and security of 
Americans and to the future of freedom, 
democracy, open economies, and inter-
national order in the world. 

Kaplan’s realism is not indifferent to such 
liberal principles as human rights and free 
trade. On the contrary, his style of realism 
makes defense of those principles possible in 
the first place. The realist knows, declares Ka-
plan, “that order comes before freedom, and 
interests come before values. After all, with-
out order there is no freedom for anybody, 
and without interests a state has no incentive 
to project its values.”

Mackubin Thomas Owens is a senior fellow of 
the Foreign Policy Research Institute and editor 
of its quarterly journal, Orbis.
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Book Review by Joseph Epstein

Ruined by His Own Glory
Nemesis: Alcibiades and the Fall of Athens, by David Stuttard.

Harvard University Press, 400 pages, $29.95

Alcibiades will always have a 
prominent place in the rogues’ gallery 
of history. Son of Cleinias, nephew 

and, after his father’s death at the Battle of 
Coronea, ward of Pericles, he was at differ-
ent times the enemy of three competing em-
pires: the Athenian, the Spartan, the Persian. 
A rogue is not necessarily villainous, but he 
is aberrant, unpredictable, often attractive, 
rarely dull. He is also, inevitably, in business 
for himself. Alcibiades qualifies on all counts. 
A note of dubiety is struck straight off by 
Thucydides when he first introduces Alcibi-
ades more than halfway through his History of 
the Peloponnesian War. There we are told that 
Alcibiades was the leader of the opposition 
to the Athenian treaty signed with Sparta in 

421 B.C., which initiated the so-called Peace 
of Nicias before being abandoned in 414. He 
felt his own participation in the war leading 
up to the peace had been ignored because of 
his youth, and that “considerations of his own 
dignity affected his opposition to the peace 
with Sparta.” History, for Alcibiades, was, in 
the cant phrase of our day, all about him. 

Nemesis, david stuttard’s biog-
raphy of Alcibiades, sets out, in 
admirably clear detail, the twists 

and turns in the life of its subject. Stuttard, 
an Englishman, is an independent scholar 
(someone doing serious scholarship without 
a permanent university affiliation) devoted to 
the worthy mission of popularizing classical 

subjects, through books, translation, and di-
recting plays. Nemesis, as its author allows, is 
a book “not for the specialist but for the gen-
eral reader,” one that he hopes “will prove not 
just instructive but entertaining, too,” and he 
is correct on both counts. 

Such flaws as the book presents are minor, 
and chief among these is that Stuttard’s prose 
can sometimes lapse into a purple more strik-
ing than Alcibiades’ robe. He also on occasion 
avails himself of clipped sentence fragments: 

“The admiral, Astyochus, had received fresh, 
urgent orders. From Sparta and King Agis. To 
put Alcibiades to death.” The device is meant 
to heighten the drama, but its effect is instead 
to divert one’s attention from the action to 
the author. Stuttard also has what might just 
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be the winning entry in the this year’s goofy 
acknowledgments sweepstakes, citing “the 
crucial role played at all times by our two cats, 
Stanley and Oliver, as handsome, demanding, 
and enigmatic as Alcibiades, but considerably 
more faithful.” 

Nemesis is a work of synthesis, but one of 
great scrupulosity. Scarcely a paragraph in the 
book is without its footnote. These notes refer 
to the wide literature on the Peloponnesian 
War generally and to Alcibiades in particu-
lar. The three great sources on the latter are 
Thucydides, Plato, and Plutarch; the first two 
knew the man; the third (A.D. 46-120), born 
nearly 600 years after Alcibiades (born 452 
B.C.), provides the most complete account. 
Among current-day writers, Stuttard leans 
most heavily on the Yale classicist Donald 
Kagan. Stuttard also mentions in one of his 
notes a Freudian interpretation of Alcibi-
ades, which I’ve not yet but should one day be 
amused to read, if only to discover if Alcibibi-
ades suffered an Empire Complex, Pericles 
Envy, Narcissism, Sex Addiction, or all of the 
above. The possibilities here are boundless.

Alcibiades’ was the art of seduc-
tion. “As a boy, he enticed husbands 
from their wives,” Stuttard writes, “as 

a young man wives from their husbands.” As 
he grew older, the stakes rose, and he set out 
to seduce entire empires—the Athenian, the 
Spartan, the Persian in turn—and in each 
instance met with more than a modicum of 
success. What he really wanted was domi-
nance over the known world. When he pro-
posed to the Athenians their expedition to 
conquer Syracuse, he added that, while at it, 
they might next go on to conquer Carthage. 
Alcibiades was, avant la lettre, an Alexander 
the Great, but an Alexander manqué.

By all accounts Alicibiades had astonish-
ing physical beauty. According to Plutarch, 
this beauty “bloomed in him in all the ages of 
his life, in his infancy, in his youth, and in his 
manhood; and, in the peculiar character be-
coming to each of these periods, gave him, in 
every one of them, a grace and a charm.” A de-
tailed account of his good looks is not known, 
but what is certain is that he had the vanity 
to go along with them. As a youth, he is said 
to have rejected learning to play the aulos, an 
oboe-like instrument, because blowing on it 
distorted his face. He had a lisp, supplying the 
letter “l” when “r” was indicated. So much ad-
mired was he among the young that it is said 
that the aulos went out of fashion and lisps 
came into fashion in the Athens of his day. 

Alcibiades’ relationship with Socrates—
they comprised the oddest of odd couples—is 
not the least fascinating strand of his biogra-

phy. The philosopher claimed to discern great 
potential in Alcibiades, and put in much time 
attempting to bring it out while simultane-
ously hoping to smother his waywardness. For 
his part, Alcibiades esteemed Socrates above 
all men, recognizing his depth and his virtue. 
In the Symposium, Plato, in an ancient world 
version of a student evaluation, has Alcibiades 
remark (in Michael Joyce’s translation): 

Socrates is the only man in the world 
who can make me feel ashamed. Because 
there’s no getting away from it, I know 
I ought to do the things he tells me to: 
and yet the moment I’m out of his sight I 
don’t care what I do to keep in with the 
mob. So I dash off like a runaway slave, 
and keep out of his way as long as I can; 
and then next time I meet him I remem-
ber all that I had to admit the time before, 
and naturally I feel ashamed. There are 
times when I’d honestly be glad to hear 
that he was dead, and yet I know that if 
he did die I’d be more upset than ever.

At an Athenian expedition to Potidaea, in 
Macedonia, Alcibiades fell wounded. Socrates, 

the meaning of the act, than if he’d been my 
father or an elder brother.” With the result, 
Alcibiades concludes, that he felt both humili-
ation and “admiration for [Socrates’] manli-
ness and self-control, for this was strength of 
mind such as I had never hoped to meet.” 

This wasn’t sufficient to cause Alcibiades 
to cease playing the genial screw-off, and to 
the highest power. Plutarch reports that he 

“intermingled exorbitant luxury and wanton-
ness, in his eating and drinking and dissolute 
living.” Thucydides, remarking on his extrava-
gance, noted that “most people became fright-
ened at a quality in him which was beyond the 
normal and showed itself both in the lawless-
ness of his private life and habits and in the 
spirit in which he acted on all occasions.” 

Somehow it seems foolhardy to moralize 
about Alcibiades. Michel de Montaigne quotes 
or cites Alcibides no fewer than ten times in his 
Essays, neither praising nor condemning but 
largely fascinated by the grandeur and swagger 
of the man. In Antiquity Matters (2017), Fred-
eric Raphael asks whether Alcibiades behaved 
any worse than other Greeks. Raphael reminds 
us that Themistocles went over to the Persians, 
the Spartan king Demaratus traveled with Xe-
rxes, and Achilles, by petulantly withdrawing 
from the battlefield because Agamemnon ap-
propriated his war trophy (the maiden Briseis), 
caused the death of many Greeks at Troy. 

Cornelius nepos, in his lives of 
Eminent Commanders (the Palatine 
Press edition), notes that Alcibiades 

was, “when occasion required, laborious, pa-
tient, courteous, liberal, and splendid, no less 
in his public than in his private life; he was 
also affable and courteous, conforming dex-
terously to circumstances; but when he had 
unbent himself, and no reason offered why 
he should endure the labor of thought, was 
seen to be luxurious, dissolute, voluptuous, 
and self-indulgent, so that all wondered there 
should be such dissimilitude, and so contra-
dictory a nature, in the same man.” The stan-
dard moral categories, in any case, somehow 
do not seem to apply to him. 

The two express tickets to advancement 
in the ancient world were military prowess 
and oratory, and Alcibiades held both. Of 
his oratorical skills, Stuttard writes that “he 
would become one of Athens’ leading orators,” 
roundly admired for his abilities—“he knew 
exactly what to say in any situation”—and “in 
time the whole of Athens regarded them with 
awe.” Oratory is of course, then as now, the 
art of persuasion, rarely the vehicle of truth. 
Alcibiades and truth didn’t much mix. 

Behind Alcibiades’ every move—his most 
cunning calculation, his rashest reckless-

The standard moral 
categories somehow 
do not seem to apply 

to Alcibiades. 

at risk to his own life, stood over him, sav-
ing him from the enemy. Yet it was Alcibi-
ades, based in part on his noble birth, and in 
part on Socrates’ recommendation, who was 
awarded a prize for valor at Potidaea. Later, at 
the Battle of Delium, Plutarch tells us, when 
the Athenians were routed, when Socrates 
with other foot-soldiers was in retreat, “Al-
cibiades, who was on horseback, observing it, 
would not pass on, but stayed to shelter him 
from the danger, and brought him safe off, 
though the enemy pressed hard upon them, 
and cut off many.”

In the symposium plato has alci-
bidiades claim to have offered himself to 
Socrates, an exchange, as Socrates for-

mulates it, of physical for mental qualities. 
Alcibiades tells of mounting Socrates’ couch, 
wrapping his cloak around him, creeping 
under [Socrates’] own rather shabby mantle, 
and—nothing! “[B]elieve it, gentleman, or be-
lieve it not,” Alcibiades tells the participants 
in the Symposium, “when I got up next morn-
ing I had no more slept with Socrates, within 
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ness—was the motive of personal glory. Of 
the democratic faction in Athens, no one was 
more mindful of his own personal fortunes 
than he. When in 415 he helped argue Ath-
ens into its fateful Sicilian expedition, against 
the sensible warning of the Athenian general 
Nicias, who saw the folly of Athens entering 
on two major wars at once, Alcibiades did so 
chiefly in the hope of self-aggrandizement. As 
Thucydides reports, his motives were “his de-
sire to hold the command and his hopes that 
it would be through him that Sicily and Car-
thage would be conquered—successes which 
would at the same time bring him personally 
both wealth and honor.” If Alcibiades may 
seem unattractive when in pursuit of power, it 
is worth recalling that the only parties less at-
tractive than those pursuing power are those 
who have already attained it. Plutarch felt that 

“[c]ertainly, if ever man was ruined by his own 
glory it was Alcibiades.” 

When Alcibiades was called back to Ath-
ens to stand trial for the destruction of the 
herms—the statues of Hermes set in pub-
lic places in the hope of protection from the 
god—and for his presumably mocking the 
religious rite known as the Eleusian mysteries, 
he fled instead to enemy Sparta. While there 
he went native, let his hair grow out in the 
Spartan manner, dispensed with his ornate 
wardrobe, ate the drear dark porridge that 
was the staple of the Spartan diet. He advised, 
quite sensibly, the Spartans on the best mili-
tary strategy to take up against the Athenians. 
And to pass the time he seduced and made 
pregnant Timaea, the wife of the Spartan 
King Agis. (Spartan women were notoriously 
free with their favors.) Plutarch reports that 
Alcibiades “would say, in his vain way, he had 
not done this thing out of mere wantonness 
or insult, nor to gratify a passion, but that his 
race might one day be kings over the Lacedae-
monians.” Later, when the Spartans, led by 
the properly resentful Agis, grew suspicious 
of Alcibiades, he went over to the Persian sa-
trap Tissaphernes, whom he charmed out of 
his silken trousers. As he had earlier advised 
the Spartans about how to defeat the Athe-
nians, he now advised the Persians how to 
weaken both the Athenians and Spartans by 
allowing them to fight out an under-financed 
war of attrition. 

Owing to an elaborately com-
plicated concatenation of events, of 
plans made and others gone awry, 

Alcibiades would return to Athens in 407. 
This was eight years after the disastrous 
Sicilian expedition, which he had done so 
much to promote. He was 43. He claimed to 
long for his native polis, and held that he had 
never truly betrayed it but only the simula-
crum of it that existed after his forced depar-
ture. When he sailed into the Piraeus, he was 
greeted with music and flowers as a return-
ing hero. A much weakened Athens looked 
to him to restore its grandeur. As Stuttard 
recounts: “They voted to make him general-
in-chief, strategos autocrator, with supreme 
command on land and sea, the most power-
ful man in Athens…. In democratic Athens, 
it was the greatest honor he could ever hope 
for, the pinnacle of his ambition.”

So great was the esteem in which Alcibi-
ades was now held, so desperate were the 
Athenians for leadership, that some among 
them—“the lower and meaner sort of people,” 
in Plutarch’s phrasing—wanted to abrogate 
all the city’s laws and allow him to govern as 
tyrant. Whether this would have been just 
fine with Alcibiades we cannot know. Cooler 
heads thought it best to send him on a mili-
tary mission against the Lacaedemonians at 
Andros. With a fleet of 100 triremes (ancient 
galleys), he was able to do this easily enough. 
But the difficulty came when, after this vic-
tory, he entrusted this fleet to a lieutenant, 
one Antiochus, who, against Alcibiades’ or-
ders not to engage the Spartans, lost much 
of it to Lysander at Ephesus. The loss, along 
with denting his newfound reputation for 
military infallibility, played into the hands 
of Alcibiades’ enemies at Athens, who were 
able to bruit about rumors of his luxurious 
habits and irresponsibility causing the defeat 
and thus strip him of his supreme command. 
Once again Alcibiades was in business for 
himself. 

Freelance now, leading a band of mer-
cenaries, he ventured into Thrace, where 
he won the favor of a local governor named 
Seuthes, and through him of the Thracian 
king, Medocus. Stuttard writes that “ just as 
in Persia and in Sparta, he had quickly ad-
opted local customs, so, in Thrace, he effort-

lessly transformed into a Thracian.” Which 
meant heavy boozing, displays of horseman-
ship, and whoring—at all of which Alcibi-
ades was long proficient. But soon enough 
his Thracian gig was up, too, especially after 
the Athenian defeat at Aegospotami in 405, 
where the Spartans under Lysander wiped 
out the entire Athenian fleet of 160 triremes 
and put to death more than 3,000 Athenian 
captives. The Peloponnesian War, 27 years 
long, ended the following year. 

After aegospotami, alcibiades’ 
many enemies coalesced against him: 
Lysander and Agis in Sparta; Critias, 

the dominant figure among the Thirty Ty-
rants put in charge of Athens by the Spar-
tans; and finally the Persians, who could not 
afford to harbor him lest doing so damage 
their peace pact with Sparta. He was on his 
own, which is to say utterly abandoned. In a 
house in Sardis, accompanied by two cour-
tesans, he awoke one night to find the smell 
of smoke in the air and his weapons miss-
ing. Naked, armed only with a blanket and 
his short sword, he ran out of the burning 
building to meet with a cascade of arrows 
and javelins. “All Alcibiades could do,” Stut-
tard writes, “was run into the night, and run, 
and keep on running while he could until the 
night engulfed him.” When they discovered 
his body, his courtesan lovers, Timandra and 
Theodote, were unable to close his eyes, for 
his bloodless head had been lopped off and 
was presented as a trophy to the Persian sa-
trap Farnavaz, as conclusive evidence of his 
death.

David Stuttard’s biography is well titled. 
Nemesis, recall, was the Greek goddess who 
doled out happiness and misery to mortals—
a cruel lady who took particular pleasure in 
visiting disaster on those too richly endowed 
by nature. She must have spit on her palms 
and rubbed them enthusiastically together at 
the prospect presented by Alcibiades. With 
his good looks, his several talents, his surpass-
ing ambition, his overweening pride, Alcibi-
ades, clearly, was her kind of guy. 

Joseph Epstein is an essayist, short story writer, 
and the author, most recently, of Charm: The 
Elusive Enchantment (Lyons Press).
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Book Review by Richard Brookhiser

Hero Traitor
Turncoat: Benedict Arnold and the Crisis of American Liberty, by Stephen Brumwell.

Yale University Press, 384 pages, $30

The Tragedy of Benedict Arnold: An American Life, by Joyce Lee Malcolm.
Pegasus Books, 336 pages, $27.95

“Never since the fall of lucifer 
has a fall equaled his,” was the 
verdict of Nathanael Greene on 

his comrade-turned-traitor, Benedict Ar-
nold. Arnold’s 1780 defection to the British 
during the depths of the Revolutionary War 
seemed cosmic for several reasons. It was se-
rious: Arnold’s plot to give the enemy West 
Point, and thus control of the vital Hudson 
River corridor, could have aborted indepen-
dence. It was shocking: before he switched 
sides, Arnold had been America’s most bril-
liant tactician. Time has been unkind to him. 
Unlike the men in gray, Arnold has lacked 
regional or ideological apologists (most 
Americans who were active loyalists became 
Canadians). 

Stephen Brumwell and Joyce Lee Mal-
colm are not pro-treason. But each tries to 
soften, as much as possible, Arnold’s reputa-
tion. Brumwell, a prize-winning independent 
scholar, has written the more academic book: 
detailed, crisp. Malcolm, a professor at the 
Antonin Scalia Law School at George Mason 
University, writes warmly and passionately. 
They cover the appropriate ground, make 
no crazy claims, and acknowledge that their 
(anti-)hero had other options besides the one 
he fatally chose. But in the end, the reader 
must find Arnold guilty as charged.

Arnold was born in 1741 in nor-
wich, Connecticut, the son of a mer-
chant. Benedict had a good early 

education and was bound for Yale College, 
but those plans had to be scrapped when 
his father succumbed to drunkenness and 
debt. Malcolm writes well of the effects of 
this family tragedy: “Benedict had the bitter 
disappointment of a sudden collapse of his 
hopes, coupled with public shame…. If he 
was to acquire personal honor after this deep 
disgrace, [he] would have to earn it himself.”

The path to restored honor began in busi-
ness. Arnold became first an apothecary and 
bookseller in New Haven, then a merchant, 
trading horses in Canada and sailing his own 
ships to the West Indies. His horse-trading 
made him familiar with upstate New York, 
where he would later lead troops. His mer-
chant career included a duel in the Bay of 
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Honduras with another ship captain who 
had insulted him; sensitivity to slights would 
characterize him throughout his life. He mar-
ried well, to a New Haven sheriff ’s daughter 
who would die after eight years of marriage. 
Brumwell sums him up on the eve of the Rev-
olution thus: “Headstrong, hot-tempered,…
tough, experienced, worldly wise, and long ac-
customed to giving orders.”

The war brought two and a half 
years of glory. He proved to be a peer-
less planner, fighter, and leader. In 1775 

he joined Vermonter Ethan Allen in the cap-
ture of Fort Ticonderoga, though a dispute 
over command bred him enemies who would 
dog him for years (Arnold had the commis-
sion, Allen had the men). At year’s end he 
led an army across Maine, up the Kennebec 
River and down the Chaudière to the St. Law-
rence—a wild route that had only been taken 
once before, by a British army engineer—and 
suffered his first wound, a bullet to his left 
leg, during a gallant, doomed attack on Que-
bec. When the British counterattacked down 
Lake Champlain in 1776, Arnold built a small 
fleet, sprung it from an ambush, and grappled 
so furiously with the larger enemy flotilla that 
the British had to abandon the offensive for 
the year.

In 1777 the British made a more deter-
mined push, with an elaborate three-pronged 
effort to split New York State, and hence the 
United States. Lord Howe would move north 
up the Hudson from occupied New York City, 
General John Burgoyne would move south 
from Montreal, and Colonel Barrimore St. 
Leger would swing from the west, via Lake 
Ontario, all converging on Albany. Much went 
wrong with this plan: Howe occupied Phila-
delphia instead, and St. Leger was mauled 
trying to take Fort Stanwix in western New 
York. But the decisive American blows were 
inflicted on Burgoyne in two autumnal bat-
tles near Saratoga: Freeman’s Farm and Be-
mis Heights. The American commander was 
Horatio Gates: cautious, by-the-book, jealous 
of rivals. But it was Arnold who led from the 
front. Years later, an old veteran remembered 
him at Bemis Heights: “He was dark-skinned 
with black hair, and middling height; there 
wasn’t any waste timber in him; he was our 
fighting general, and a bloody fellow he was. 
He didn’t care for nothing; he’d ride right in. 
It was ‘Come on, boys’—‘t wasn’t ‘Go, boys.’ 
He was as brave a man as ever lived.” Arnold’s 
left leg was injured again, by his dying mount 
collapsing on him, and by yet another bullet.

Victory at Saratoga encouraged France, 
which had been helping America on the 
sly, to become an open ally. Britain, gird-

ing for a world war, concentrated its forces 
in New York. Commander-in-Chief George 
Washington made the wounded hero mili-
tary commandant of liberated Philadelphia. 
The occupation had exacerbated local politi-
cal passions. A go-along, get-along elite had 
prospered while patriots suffered. Now that 
the wheel had turned, radical patriots want-
ed revenge. Arnold’s assignment was to keep 
the peace, which made him suspect in radi-
cals’ eyes. American civil authorities gener-
ally were wary of all military leaders, having 
had bad examples throughout history, both 
ancient (Julius Caesar) and modern (Oliver 
Cromwell). 

Arnold made matters worse by living well—
he moved into the house of John Penn, the col-
ony’s last proprietor—and by trying to recoup 
his fortunes as a merchant by doing a little 
business on the side. The Pennsylvania state 
government accused him of corruption, and 
an old enemy from his days in upstate New 
York and Canada pressed similar charges. Ar-
nold bristled at his civilian detractors and de-
manded a court martial to exonerate him. In 
January 1780, after many delays, a court mar-
tial found Arnold guilty on two minor counts. 
In April, Washington wrote a firm, but re-
gretful, reproof. Arnold had been in contact 
with British intelligence for 11 months. 

Why? brumwell and malcolm 
sort through the traditional expla-
nations, besides Arnold’s political 

troubles. For years Arnold had resented the 
slowness with which he had been promoted. 
High rank in the American army often went 
to the well-connected. Arnold himself would 
claim, after his treason, to abhor the French 
alliance, on the grounds that France was abso-
lutist and Catholic (anti-Catholicism had not 
prevented him from trying to bring Catholic 
Canada into the Revolution, however). One 
traditional reason—Arnold’s marriage to his 
second wife Peggy Shippen, a young, high-
class Philadelphia beauty—is endorsed by 
Brumwell, who accepts the consensus view 
that she knew, and approved, of her husband’s 
defection. Peggy was one of those Philadel-
phians who had enjoyed the occupation; one 
of her British admirers was a dashing young 
officer, Captain John André. Malcolm acquits 
Peggy of precocious disloyalty. Her best argu-
ment, made by one of Arnold’s aides, is that 
Peggy was so given to hysterics that she was 
never told anything important.

Both authors downplay a reason empha-
sized by enraged Americans when Arnold’s 
treason was fresh—greed for gain (anti-
Arnold parades and cartoons featured dev-
ils proffering bags of gold). Yet Arnold, his 
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biographers admit, needed money. He had 
spent out of his own pocket on the patriot 
cause, and the war had destroyed his mer-
chant business. He carefully stipulated the 
rewards he expected from his new masters.

Arnold’s main reason for betrayal, 
both Brumwell and Malcolm argue, 
was his sense of wounded honor. He 

considered the slights he experienced to have 
been worse than lost opportunities. They were 
signs of disrespect. The biographers write in-
telligently about the role of honor in the 18th 
century and in the revolutionary army. Rebel-
lious provincials needed to feel themselves 
peers of their professional enemies. Courts 
martial and duels—legal and extra-legal tests 
of rectitude—were regular features of Ameri-
can military life.

The power and pervasiveness of honor 
culture do not by themselves explain Arnold, 
however. All officers prized their honor, and 
many had grudges. Why did he almost alone 
switch sides?

Arnold’s honor seems to have been fatally 
self-contained. He was like Alcibiades, Corio-
lanus, or Plantagenet noblemen—a gentleman 
freelance. He professed concern for the greater 
good, and for causes larger than himself, but he 
himself defined what those goods and causes 
were. His commander, George Washington, 
thought and acted differently. Honor for him 
flowed from serving alongside one’s fellow 

Americans. The terms were set by the institu-
tions that they, as free men, chose. Congress 
might be full of dolts and pettifoggers (sound 
familiar?). But there was no other source of au-
thority, and hence no other source of honor.

Arnold’s handler, once he went 
over to the dark side, was John André, 
now a major in charge of British intel-

ligence in New York. The plot Arnold and An-
dré devised was that Arnold should be posted 
to West Point, a fort 60 miles north of New 
York City with command of the Hudson. If, 
by weakening its defenses, he could allow the 
British to take it, the river would fall. What 
Burgoyne, Howe, and St. Leger had failed to 
accomplish could be done in one swoop. As 
an added bonus, the British might capture 
George Washington and his staff, due to visit 
West Point in the autumn of 1780. (Malcolm, 
ever loyal to Arnold, doubts this nefarious de-
tail.) The plot, so glowing on paper, so risky in 
reality, faced a last-minute complication. The 
British wanted to be certain that the Ameri-
can with whom they had been dealing via cod-
ed letters and go-betweens was in fact Arnold. 
On a night in late September 1780 traitor and 
handler rendezvoused face-to-face at a spot 
about 16 miles below West Point. André, who 
had been brought to the meeting by boat, set 
off afterward for his own lines on horseback, 
with the plans of the fort stuffed in his boot. 
He was captured by ruffians who turned him 

over to the American army once they saw the 
importance of whom they had robbed. The 
officer in charge of the prize captive, not real-
izing whom André had gotten the plans from, 
promptly notified Arnold, who bolted for a 
British ship in the Hudson. Once aboard, he 
asked the American bargemen who had rowed 
him to join him in treason. “No, sir,” one re-
plied, “one coat is enough for me to wear at a 
time.” Brumwell writes that this “uncompro-
mising reaction was the first indication of just 
how badly Arnold had misjudged the mood 
of his countrymen; grumbling was one thing, 
outright defection quite another.”

Washington and his staff were staggered. 
Peggy succumbed to (or feigned) hysterics, 
and she was eventually sent to rejoin her hus-
band. André was convicted of espionage by an 
American board of officers, and hanged. Ar-
nold sent Washington a pair of letters, full of 
self-justification and bluster. The British let 
him raid Virginia and his native Connecticut, 
but after the Revolution ended, never gave 
him military employment again. He died in 
1801.

A tradition among his descendants had it 
that in his final delirium he asked to put on 
his old American uniform. Too late.

Richard Brookhiser is a senior editor of National 
Review and the author, most recently, of John 
Marshall: The Man Who Made the Supreme 
Court (Basic Books).
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Book Review by Richard Samuelson

Best of Enemies
Friends Divided: John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, by Gordon S. Wood.

Penguin Press, 512 pages, $35 (cloth), $18 (paper)

Gordon wood, the dean of his-
torians of the American Revolu-
tion, has been chasing John Adams 

his entire career. From his Bancroft Prize-
winning The Creation of the American Re-
public (1969) to his Pulitzer Prize-winning 
The Radicalism of the American Revolution 
(1992) and beyond, Adams has been a favor-
ite source. Friends Divided: John Adams and 
Thomas Jefferson is Wood’s first book-length 
study of Adams, along with his friend and 
rival Jefferson.

The new book is a study in contrasts. Many 
accounts of Adams and Jefferson begin with 
Benjamin Rush’s comment that they were 

“the North and South Poles of the American 
Revolution.” Wood does not see it that way. 
Rather, Jefferson is American and Adams 
is, well, un-American. The two patriots, “re-
mained divided in almost every fundamental 
way: in temperament, in their ideas of gov-
ernment, in their assumptions about human 
nature, in their notions of society, in their 
attitude toward religion, in their conception 
of America, indeed in every single thing that 
mattered.” Wood presents the two men as 
ideological types, though he does not com-
pletely ignore their personal stories. My favor-
ite part of Friends Divided might be its close 
reading of Rush’s efforts to reconcile his two 
old friends, after Jefferson retired from the 
presidency in 1809. Rush’s epistolary diplo-

macy consisted of saying A to Jefferson and 
B to Adams, or quoting X but not Y from 
Adams when writing Jefferson. Wood’s inner 
humanist shines through in these meticulous, 
inspired interpretations of people, events, and 
writings, interpretive passages that are unsur-
passed in his formidable body of work. Yet 
Wood’s bias as a historian is cultural or ideo-
logical. Hence his focus is not on the Adams-
Jefferson friendship or even on their famous 
correspondence, but, rather, on what they 
represent for America.

On one side wood gives us jef-
ferson, “the slaveholding aristocrat 
[who] emerged as the apostle of 

American democracy.” The Virginian be-
came the “optimistic exponent of American 
equality and the promoter of the uniqueness 
of the nation and its special role in the world.” 
Elsewhere Wood calls Jefferson’s view 

“American exceptionalism.” Slavery helped. 
“Southern aristocrats could claim to be full-
fledged republicans without fearing the 
populist repercussions.” On the other side 
was Adams, “the representative of a crusty 
conservatism that emphasized the inequality 
and vice-ridden nature of American society, 
a man who believed that ‘Democracy will in-
fallibly destroy all Civilization.’” In Wood’s 
opinion, “Jefferson told the American people 
what they wanted to hear—how exception-

al they were. Adams told them what they 
needed to know—truths about themselves 
that were difficult to bear.” In this, Friends 
Divided reaches back to the conclusion of 
Wood’s famous chapter on “The Relevance 
and Irrelevance of John Adams” in The Cre-
ation of the American Republic: “for too long 
and with too much candor he had tried to 
tell his fellow Americans some truths about 
themselves that American values and Amer-
ican ideology would not admit.” 

Jefferson was America’s legislator-prophet, 
and Adams the nation’s cynical critic. “There 
was nothing inspiring” about Adams’s vision, 
however accurate it may have been: “Could 
Americans become the ‘one people’ that Jef-
ferson promised in the opening paragraph 
of the Declaration of Independence” with-
out the mythic Americanism that came from 
Jefferson’s pen? Short answer: no. “To be an 
American is not to be someone, but to believe 
in something. And that something is what 
Jefferson declared.” Jefferson, in other words, 
created America’s civic religion. For attacking 
it, Adams was “a heretic,” to use a term Jef-
ferson liked to apply to people who disagreed 
with him.

Why did Adams and Jefferson think 
differently? Wood traces convictions to ir-
rational sources, suggesting that the differ-
ences between Adams and Jefferson grew, in 
part, from their characters, which the book 

“Monticello,” home of Thomas Jefferson, Charlottesville, Virginia “Peacefield,” home of John Adams, Quincy, Massachusetts, c. 1870
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sketches with considerable insight. Jefferson 
“knew more about more things than any other 
American.” More than Benjamin Franklin? 
Wood sometimes follows the old journalistic 
chestnut: first you simplify and then you ex-
aggerate. A self-described “enthusiast on the 
subject of the arts,” he “loved to sing, even 
when he was alone.” Jefferson became a tal-
ented architect. “[H]e aimed at nothing less 
than becoming the supreme connoisseur of 
the best that was thought and known in the 
world.” Adams, by contrast, was interested in 
the study of man, but was not sure he liked 
what he found. Jonathan Swift was one of his 
favorite authors. That said, Wood recogniz-
es that Adams was not a dour neo-Puritan: 

“his bleak view of human nature and his iras-
cibility were leavened by his often facetious 
joking, his droll stories, and his sense of the 
absurdity of things.” Wood notes Adams’s 
humane sensibility seen, for example, in 
his talent for caricature. Delaware’s Caesar 
Rodney was “the oddest looking Man in the 
World,” Adams wrote. “He is tall—thin and 
slender as a Reed—pale—his Face is not big-
ger than a large Apple. Yet there is Sense and 
Fire, Spirit, Wit and Humor in his Counte-
nance.” Wood describes Adams as “the most 
sensuous of the founders,” an echo of the late 
Bernard Bailyn’s brief for Adams’s “sensuous 
apprehension of experience.” “Unlike Jeffer-
son, whose sensibility was predominantly 
intellectual,” writes Wood, “Adams’s was 
largely visual.”

In wood’s view, class mattered a great 
deal. “Jefferson never felt snubbed in his 
life,” Wood notes. He was “the connois-

seur informing his college friends what was 
to be considered fine in the world and what 
was to be dismissed as ‘indifferent.’” In Paris 
Jefferson was a great shopper, spending a for-
tune to bring the best of the Old World to 
his American home. “As a good aristocrat, 
Jefferson inevitably had expensive tastes, and 
he denied himself few comforts.” Jefferson 
was above caring much about the bottom 
line. 

Adams, by contrast, “never felt himself to 
be fully part of the Massachusetts aristocracy 
and thus came to criticize it ambivalently from 
a position of social inferiority.” As a young 
man he “had so often felt the arrogance and 
pretensions of the so-called great families.” 
John and Abigail were flinty New Englanders 
who tried to live within their means, even in 
Paris and London, perhaps to the detriment 
of his diplomatic work, which was inseparable 
from social life. 

There is insight in this portrait, yet it 
probably pitches Jefferson a bit too high and 

Adams a bit low. The Jeffersons were not 
Tidewater but Piedmont gentry. Also, Jef-
ferson’s Randolph line was maternal, not pa-
ternal, another distinction that mattered in 
that milieu. Perhaps his tastes, manners, and 
ambition grew from a desire to move to the 
top rung. In The Radicalism of the American 
Revolution, Wood notes that Jefferson “was 
the son of a wealthy but uneducated and un-
genteel planter from Western Virginia” and 
was “the first of his father’s family to go to 
college.” He was not, in short, to the manor 
born. Conversely, Adams’s father did indeed 
make shoes in the winter—Puritans and 
idle hands—but he was a deacon in the lo-
cal church and was elected several times to 
serve as town selectman. Deacon Adams was, 
Wood recognizes, respectable enough to 
marry into the Boylston family. Some schol-
ars argue that within the small world of the 
New England town, the Adamses were as 
prominent as Albemarle County’s Jeffersons. 
Though probably an exaggeration, that’s not 
entirely off the mark.

It is worth noting that what jef-
ferson supported was modern exception-
alism, and not American exceptionalism. 

Jefferson’s early enthusiasm for the French 
Revolution suggests a vision not confined to 
one nation or continent. After the French 
Revolution crashed (as Adams had predict-
ed it would), Jefferson said, in an 1816 let-
ter to Adams, “old Europe will have to lean 
on our shoulders.” The notion that there is 
no such thing as a unified, worldwide “mo-
dernity” was foreign to his point of view. As 
Wood presents him, Jefferson wished to be 
in the vanguard, pushing international prog-
ress. America, no less than Virginia, was to 
be his vehicle. In foreign policy, Wood notes 
that Jefferson hoped that economic coercion 
and, ultimately, embargo could render war 
unnecessary, or, at least, extremely rare. (In 
his volume for the Oxford History of the 
United States, Empire of Liberty: A History 
of the American Republic, 1789–1815 [2009], 
Wood downplayed the radicalism of the Jef-
fersonian vision.) Adams, like George Wash-
ington, believed that so long as humans 
roamed the earth there would, from time 
to time, be war. While Jefferson believed in 
transformative progress in politics, Adams 
was skeptical about man’s potential for prog-
ress. He was skeptical of any global theory of 
historical movement. It is perhaps not a co-
incidence that it was Joseph Stalin who put 
the term “American exceptionalism” on the 
map, calling it a “heresy”—the heretical idea 
that Marx’s idea of History was false. Like 
the Baron de Montesquieu and most men of 

the Enlightenment, Adams had great respect 
for British liberties and the British constitu-
tion, hoping that America would retain and 
improve upon them. 

At the end of the book Wood points to 
Abraham Lincoln to explain “why we honor 
Jefferson and not Adams.” Yet Jeffersonian 
optimism drew close to the line that separates 
idealism from misanthropy. The world was 
tragic because we can never purge it of evil. 
By contrast, there was a cosmic optimism in 
Adams. He was freer, more content with the 
world as God had created it, and, hence hap-
pier. On Christmas Day 1813, he wrote Jef-
ferson: “The fundamental principle of all phi-
losophy and all Christianity is ‘Rejoice always 
in all things. Be thankful at all times for all 
good, and all that we call evil.’” Even the tragic 
element of life, which we call evil, was some-
how part of the goodness of Creation. There 
is, in some ways, more Adams than Jefferson 
in Lincoln.

The challenge adams presents 
Wood comes through in his treatment 
of John Locke. Wood pays little atten-

tion to Locke’s Two Treatises of Government 
and doesn’t note that Jefferson paraphrased 
it in the second paragraph of the Declaration. 
Instead, in Friends Divided he focuses on the 
Essay on Human Understanding. In Wood’s 
summary of Locke, “the mind originally was 
‘a white Paper, void of all Characters, without 
any Ideas,’ and it was filled up through time 
by ‘Experience.’” That conclusion, Wood ar-
gues, pointed to human equality. Hence, “[i]f 
all human beings were indeed equal at birth…
what separated one person from another was 
simply cultivation and education.” Adams 
was perfectly willing to deny there are innate 
ideas. But at the heart of his politics was the 
conclusion that human nature is a robust and 
important force in history. Moreover, Adams 
had an institutional streak. Political culture 
is often an artifact of the regime. The latter 
conclusion grew from the former. Input hu-
man nature into a particular circumstance 
and the result is often predictable. That base-
line of human nature as a cause is absent from 
Wood’s brilliant body of scholarship.

In his view, Adams moved from agreement 
with Locke to disagreement. The evidence, 
however, is wanting. Wood notes that a young 
Adams wrote his friend Jonathan Sewell that 
Locke had “discovered a new World.” Accord-
ing to Wood, Adams learned from Locke “the 
idea that only cultivation separated one per-
son from another.” That was, “he [Adams] 
said, ‘the true sphere of modern genius.’” Is 
that a fair reading of the words in context? 
Adams wrote Sewell: 
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In Metaphysicks, [Locke] has steered 
his Course into the unenlightened Re-
gions of the human Mind, and like Co-
lumbus has discovered a new World…. 
But in Mathematicks, and what is 
founded on them, Astronomy and 
Phylosophy, the Modern Discoveries 
have done Honour to the human Un-
derstanding. Here is the true sphere of 
Modern Genius.

Adams’s reference to “modern genius” 
seems to have much more to do with “math-
ematicks” and such other disciplines as As-
tronomy and “Phylosophy,” which he seems 
to be saying are “founded on” mathematics. 
Note that Adams seems to be contrasting 

“Modern Genius” with ancient genius, which 
he also respected. The passage doesn’t prove 
that Adams accepted a radical construction of 
the tabula rasa. 

What about adams’s idea of 
equality? Wood quotes his state-
ment in a 1767 newspaper essay 

that “all men are born equal.” When Adams 
used the phrase “all men are born equally 
free and independent” in his draft Declara-
tion of Rights for Massachusetts, it repre-
sented, in Wood’s view, a change. Perhaps. 

But it’s conjecture. The latter phrase, after 
all, is from the 1776 “democratic” constitu-
tion of Pennsylvania, and was itself a rework-
ing of language from the Virginia Declara-
tion of Rights. Wood’s evidence for what he 
takes to be Adams’s earlier position is thin. 
Here is the full sentence from 1767: “All men 
are born equal; and the drift of the British 
constitution is to preserve as much of this 
equality as is compatible with the people’s se-
curity against foreign invasions and domes-
tic usurpation.” As in The Radicalism of the 
American Revolution, Wood highlights Ad-
ams’s resentment of the would-be elite of his 
home state who looked down on him as the 
son of a shoemaker. “He had so often felt the 
arrogance and pretensions of the so-called 
great families.” Adams held that the “mean-
est and lowest of the people,” “were ‘by the 
unalterable laws of God and nature, as well 
intitled to the benefit of the air to breathe, 
light to see, food to eat…as the nobles or the 
king.’” Similarly, Adams held, they should 
not be “ridden like horses, fleeced like sheep.” 
All that is hardly incompatible with the 1776 
Pennsylvania language. It is much more like-
ly that Adams preferred it because it clarified 
the meaning of “all men are born equal.” 

Wood’s bias is to trace ideas to sub-ratio-
nal sources. He points to Adams’s tendency 

“to borrow heavily from writings that seemed 
to answer his emotional needs at the mo-
ment.” Hence he seldom presents Adams 
explaining or elaborating, or, ultimately, 
thinking. He does, however, recognize his 
insight. Of Adams’s extract from Adam 
Smith, Wood notes that his “account of the 
passion for distinction seems actually richer 
than Smith’s treatment.”

Wood’s account of jefferson’s 
radical egalitarianism is simi-
larly wanting. Wood maintains 

that Jefferson believed “what separated one 
person from another was simply cultivation 
and education.” Even so, when discussing 
1776, Wood recognizes that Jefferson sug-
gested that biological differences between 
men from Africa and men from Europe were 
significant, a rather radical limitation upon 
the tabula rasa. Meanwhile Wood waits 
nearly a hundred pages to concede that “Jef-
ferson knew that people differed from one 
another.” He does not mention until much 
later in his book the educational scheme that 
Jefferson suggested in the Notes on the State 
of Virginia, according to which, in Jefferson’s 
words, “twenty of the best geniusses will be 
raked from the rubbish annually.” When 
Wood turns to study Jefferson’s 1813 letter 
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to Adams on natural aristocracy, he conve-
niently skips over Jefferson’s comment that 

“experience proves that the moral and physi-
cal qualities of man, whether good or evil, 
are transmissible in a certain degree from 
father to son.” Read closely, the letter as a 
whole suggests a troubling eugenic streak in 
Jefferson’s thought.

On the other side, Wood recognizes Ad-
ams’s belief that “in America there were no 
political and moral inequalities of rights and 
duties. Everyone was equal before the law.” 
But, Wood argues, “these were superficial 
equalities. What really mattered in America, 
and, in fact in every nation, said Adams, was 
the overwhelming presence of real and funda-
mental inequalities—inequalities of wealth, 
of birth, of talent.” Even so, Wood allows that 
Adams never wanted “to follow Aristotle…in 
excluding working people from citizenship.” 
Adams was emphatic on the point in his De-
fence of the Constitutions (1787): 

The moral equality that nature has un-
alterably established among men, gives 
these an undoubted right to have every 
road opened to them for advancement 
in life and in power that is open to any 
others…. The dogma of Aristotle, and 
the practice of the world, is the most 
unphilosophical, the most inhuman 
and cruel that can be conceived. Until 
this wicked position, which is worse 
than the slavery of the ancient republics, 
or modern West Indies, shall be held 
up to the derision and contempt, the 
execration and horror, of mankind, it 
will be to little purpose to talk or write 
about liberty.

When he quotes this passage, Wood skips 
Adams’s brief for the “moral equality” of men 
and his comments about the “right to have 
every road opened to them for advancement.” 
He also cuts Adams’s reference to slavery. 
Elsewhere he mentions Adams’s opposition 
to slavery, but says it is relatively unimportant. 
Wherefore these omissions and distortions? 

Early in the “discourses on davila,” 
which Adams penned during his vice 
presidency, he turned, “to the consti-

tution of the human mind.” Thirteen essays 
later Adams began his extracts from and 
commentary on Davila’s history. According 
to Wood the prefatory essays “had nothing to 
do with Davila.” A revealing reading. It is one 
thing to believe that history is not philosophy 
teaching by example, but quite another to be 

unable to recognize philosophy and examples 
when staring them in the face. Wood quotes 
Adams’s reply to Jefferson in which Adams 
notes “the existence of Inequalities, not of 
rights, but of moral intellectual and physical 
inequalities in Families, descents and Genera-
tions.” Yet Wood ignores the context. There is 
a great deal of room in Adams’s letter for the 
view that a moral man is more likely than an 
immoral one to raise an honest child. What’s 
more, Adams’s main point was political. In the 
next sentence he suggests that “descent from, 
pious, virtuous, wealthy literary or scientific 
Ancestors is a letter of recommendation…in 
a Mans favour.” He continues: “Aaron Burr 
had 100,000 Votes from the Single Circum-
stance of his descent from President Burr and 
President Edwards.” Aaron Burr was, as it 
were, New England royalty. His grandfather 
was the great New England divine Jonathan 
Edwards, and his father, Aaron Burr, Sr., 
had been the president of Princeton. In The 
Radicalism of the American Revolution Wood 
quotes Paine on the subject: “Virtue…is not 
hereditary.” Adams’s point was that history 
demonstrates that men will nonetheless often 
act as if it is. That will never change, Adams 
thought. Statesmen, therefore, had to account 
for it.

The real question with regard to 
Wood, Adams, Jefferson, and Locke, 
therefore, concerns history and hu-

man nature, not equality. Wood’s approach to 
the study of history takes the tabula rasa as a 
premise. Actually, he comes close to treating 
human nature, and not merely the mind, as 
a blank slate. Given that premise, history be-
comes the study of the evolution of “culture.” 
And that explains Wood’s decades-long wres-
tling match with Adams. Adams believed that 
history was the school of statesmen precisely 
because it allows us to study human nature 
in action, to anticipate how the underlying 
constants would present themselves in dif-
ferent circumstances. Wood suggests in The 
Radicalism of the American Revolution that 
the rise of republican ideas in the Enlighten-
ment weakened monarchy. “All those French 
nobles who in 1785 flocked to the Paris salon 
to ooh and aah over Jacques-Louis David’s se-
vere classical painting The Oath of the Horatii 
had no idea they were contributing to the 
weakening of the monarchy and their own de-
mise.” Given the history of such experiences, 
and given how common they are across time, 
Adams thought, history can teach us to rec-
ognize precisely such things. Wood does not. 
(History also teaches that few will be wise in 

that way.) Wood recognizes that Adams had 
real insight. In The Philosophy of the Enlighten-
ment (1997), German philosopher Ernst Cas-
sirer notes the challenge Blaise Pascal (one 
of Adams’s favorite writers) presented the 
philosophes: “French philosophy of the En-
lightenment recurs to Pascal’s Thoughts again 
and again as if it were impelled from within, 
and that it repeatedly tests its critical strength 
on this work.” Adams presents Wood with a 
similar challenge.

In the final chapter of friends di-
vided, Wood notes that Jefferson grew 
depressed as his retirement years passed, 

drawing inward and retreating to an ever 
smaller political circle. He read only Thomas 
Ritchie’s Richmond newspaper, the one most 
congenial to his politics. Meanwhile, he 
looked on as his beloved “country,” Virginia, 
diminished in importance, and the rise of 
market farming, cities, banks, and stock-job-
bing betrayed his republican vision. Under a 
mountain of debt, he realized that there was 
precious little of his patrimony to pass on to 
his heirs.

Adams, by contrast, grew much more 
content. That his son rose to the presiden-
cy didn’t hurt. He was not heavily in debt, 
either. Although he, according to Wood, 
shared Jefferson’s dislike of banks and finan-
cial speculation, he was much less surprised 
and worried about the future than his Vir-
ginia friend. 

And that returns us to Wood’s history. 
In his essay on Theodor Mommsen (CRB, 
Spring 2018), Joseph Epstein noted that the 
greatest historians, those whose work endures, 

“are philosophic in the sense of being interest-
ed in human nature as it plays itself out on the 
ample fields of political and military affairs, 
of culture and economics.” Gordon Wood is 
the most talented historian of his generation. 
The misfortune is that, for all his accomplish-
ments and accolades, his method presumes 
that there is not a robust or transhistorical 
human nature. From that perspective the clas-
sic understanding of history—as philosophy 
teaching by example—remains unintelligible 
or is reducible to “ideology.” Given Wood’s 
premises about the nature of history, the line 
from his work to the postmodern methods he 
often deplores is much shorter than he would 
like to admit. Indeed, it is precisely the turn 
that a wise student of history, and human na-
ture, would expect.

Richard Samuelson is associate professor of history 
at California State University, San Bernardino.
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Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

The Last of the Founders
John Marshall: The Man Who Made the Supreme Court, by Richard Brookhiser.

Basic Books, 336 pages, $30

Among those designated as “found-
ing Fathers,” perhaps the least appreci-
ated (at least compared to his impor-

tance) is John Marshall, the nation’s fourth 
and most famous Chief Justice. Perhaps 
the reason is that discussion of his fame lies 
mainly within the province of legal specialists 
and, although what they say is for the most 
part praiseworthy, they often tend to concen-
trate on recondite legal issues at the expense 
of grander themes of the sort articulated by, 
say, The Federalist. Or perhaps the reason is 
that Marshall’s accomplishments are largely 
derivative in nature, because they rest upon 
a constitutional foundation erected by oth-
ers—indeed they postdate its establishment 
by years, even decades. Whatever the expla-
nation, the great man’s statesmanship seems 
to be overshadowed by the deeds of others. It 
shouldn’t be.

Justice Joseph Story’s brief, affectionate A 
Discourse of the Honorable John Marshall, writ-
ten shortly after his senior colleague’s death in 
1835, sought to capture his enduring greatness. 
More than eight decades would pass, however, 
before another prominent authority seconded 
Story’s assessment, in the form of Senator 
Albert J. Beveridge’s massive four-volume bi-
ography, published between 1916 and 1919. 
An additional half-century (and more) would 
pass before other biographers ventured to im-
itate the spirit that animated Beveridge’s writ-
ing. Among them, Jean Edward Smith’s John 
Marshall: Definer of a Nation (1996) comes 
closest to capturing the reasons behind Justice 
Story’s admiration.

A number of interesting historical mono-
graphs have appeared in recent years that pay 
special attention to Marshall’s legal craft. This 
flowering interest in his thought has helped to 

redress the relative neglect of earlier decades. 
Like the vast legal literature on Marbury v. 
Madison (1803) and judicial review, however, it 
tends to sidestep analysis of Marshall’s state-
craft. Two notable exceptions deserve special 
praise in that regard: R. Kent Newmyer’s John 
Marshall and the Heroic Age of the Supreme 
Court (2001) and Charles F. Hobson’s The 
Great Chief Justice (1996). The former (from a 
scholar who is also a close student of Justice 
Story’s thought) succeeds in capturing traits 
that mark Marshall’s transcendent greatness. 
The latter, by the editor of the Marshall Papers, 
packs more insight into 200 pages than can be 
found in much lengthier works. Moving seam-
lessly among the various facets of his subject’s 
thought, Hobson, like Newmyer, has an eye 
for philosophical issues that often escape the 
attention of historians. But even after 50 years 
the best study of Marshall remains Robert K. 
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Faulkner’s magisterial The Jurisprudence of John 
Marshall (1968). 

Mention should be made, too, of 
less favorable opinions about Mar-
shall during the late 19th and early 

20th centuries—the defining paradigm here is 
predominantly historicist and decidedly mixed 
in its assessment. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., 
while Chief Justice of the Supreme Judicial 
Court of Massachusetts, delivered an address 
commemorating the centenary of Marshall’s 
appointment as Chief Justice in 1801. After 
acknowledging his superior intellect, character, 
and leadership, Holmes then damns Marshall 
with faint praise, arguing that his fame largely 
rests on his “being there” during events of great 
historical moment. Many Progressive thinkers, 
ever reluctant to believe that anyone’s thought 
(save perhaps their own) could transcend the 
circumstances of one’s age, likewise tended to 
make Marshall a creature of his times. In that 
context, the Chief Justice’s views were often 
said to reflect his ideological interest as a mem-
ber of the Federalist Party. 

Regarding the substance of the Court’s rul-
ings, Progressives exhibited somewhat schizo-
phrenic views on judicial power: although 
suspicious of Marshall’s political and partisan 
motives, they admired the nationalist thrust of 
his opinions, which they recast to suit contem-
porary concerns; and they certainly had second 
thoughts about judicial review when federal 
judges overturned Progressive reform legisla-
tion. Their misgivings about judicial power, 
animated by what has come to be called “Loch-
nerism”—after the landmark labor law case 
Lochner v. New York (1905)—reached a peak in 
the mid-1930s. Earlier reservations abated af-
ter Franklin Roosevelt stacked the Court with 
New Dealers, who beginning in 1938 decided 
to give a pass to Congress on economic and so-
cial reform legislation. Thereafter, Progressives 
gradually became champions of judicial power, 
and doubled down when the Warren Court 
and its successors found previously undiscov-
ered penumbras of constitutional text that lent 
support to their ideological preferences. By 
then, of course, anything remotely resembling 
the jurisprudence of John Marshall had disap-
peared from sight.

The Chief Justice, who worked hard to insu-
late the Court and the rule of law against the 
winds of political fashion, would not be happy 
with this Janus-faced disposition on constitu-
tional questions. The Constitution, he believed, 
should be a text for all seasons, and he sought 
to make it so. Richard Brookhiser would agree, 
as he makes clear in John Marshall: The Man 
Who Made the Supreme Court, the latest addi-
tion to his series on leading American states-
men that began in 1996 with Founding Father, 
his highly praised study of George Washing-

ton. Since then, the National Review senior 
editor has added monographs on Alexander 
Hamilton (1999), the Adamses (2002), Gou-
verneur Morris (2003), James Madison (2011), 
and Abraham Lincoln (2014). All of these, 
most weighing in at about a readable 300 pag-
es, are written for the general reader, but only 
a snob would deny their appeal to those pos-
sessing academic credentials. Collectively, they 
constitute a mini-library on the lives of great 
Americans and why their lives should matter 
to us, an admirable reversion to an older style 
of literature that has, alas, largely disappeared. 
The new Marshall book is one of Brookhiser’s 
best: it is wonderfully written and at times 
eloquent, admiring of its subject without be-
ing hagiographical. As in his earlier books, 
Brookhiser has a gimlet eye for details that re-
veal the human person behind the reputation. 

The opening section describes mar-
shall’s early life, education, and public 
career before donning the robe. There 

then follow 13 concise chapters on the major 
cases and controversies that riveted the Chief 
Justice’s attention and eventually solidified his 
fame. Summarizing the likes of Marbury, the 
Burr treason trial (1807), Dartmouth College 
v. Woodward (1819), McCulloch v. Maryland 
(1819), Cohens v. Virginia (1821), and Gibbons 
v. Ogden (1824), to name the topics of only six 
chapters, is no easy task. A writer must sail be-
tween the Scylla and Charybdis of over- and 
under-inclusion; Brookhiser, a skilled literary 
helmsman, manages to avoid both dangers. 
Only a pedant would fault his neatly abridged 
summaries of the cases under review, which 
manage to be generally accurate without sacri-
ficing anything of critical importance. He nev-
er lets the reader forget how much Marshall’s 
self-discipline, creative imagination, and politi-
cal prudence resolved controversies that might 
have flummoxed or defeated a lesser man. All 
in all, Brookhiser has given us an engaging as-
sessment of what made a great man great, and 
why his virtues should be applauded. It makes 
one look forward to the author’s next venture. 

Well, what about Marshall’s status as a first-
tier founder? It is true that he was not a delegate 
to the Constitutional Convention, but among 
other important public duties during the na-
tion’s first decade, he did take a leading part as 
a delegate to Virginia’s ratification convention. 
As he would have been the first to acknowledge, 
Marshall lacked the intellectual depth and so-
phistication of men like John Adams, James 
Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and Thomas 
Jefferson. But few men had a surer grasp of 
what happened at Philadelphia or in the state 
ratifying conventions, and why it mattered. 
Moreover, his judgment in practical matters 
was at least the equal of, and arguably superior 
to, that of these intellectual titans. (It is worth 

noting that in at least four important political 
confrontations with Jefferson—the Marbury 
matter, the Burr trial, the constitutionality of 
the national bank, and Jefferson’s perpetual 
flirtation with Anti-Federalism—Marshall 
beat the Sage of Monticello every time.) 

Even on a conceptual level, no one 
(except perhaps Hamilton or Oliver 
Ellsworth) thought more deeply about 

the judiciary’s role in sustaining republican 
principles or, more importantly, how to effectu-
ate it. On these and related matters, Marshall’s 
understanding was in its way as bold and cre-
ative as Publius’s conception of the extended re-
public, or the presidency as conceived by Ham-
ilton, James Wilson, and Gouverneur Morris. 
Indeed, one wonders whether the federal judi-
ciary would have become a fully independent 
and co-equal branch at all without Marshall’s 
statesmanship. Article III of the Constitu-
tion is, compared to Article I especially, quite 
spare; indeed it is the least elaborated part of 
the structural Constitution. It establishes “one 
supreme Court,” and provides a barebones de-
scription of its jurisdiction, but not much else. 
Most of the important missing details were left 
to the discretion of Congress, which filled in 
some of the blanks in the Judiciary Act of 1789. 
The legislation temporarily fixed the size of the 
Supreme Court at six, created a limited num-
ber of lower federal courts, and addressed the 
Court’s appellate jurisdiction. 

By providing the nation with a provisional 
sketch of the federal judiciary’s operational 
map, the Act performed a singular service. 
But it left many questions unanswered, the 
most nettlesome of which concerned the deli-
cate issue of competing jurisdictional claims 
between federal and state courts. These were 
but one subset of a larger universe of federal-
state disputes that lay at the heart of opposition 
to the Constitution but had been only partly 
and ambiguously resolved during the battle 
over ratification—they would not be fully re-
solved until the Civil War. It was one thing to 
declare, as Madison famously did in The Feder-
alist, that ours was a “compound” republic, nei-
ther wholly national nor wholly federal. It was 
quite another to delineate what precisely that 
formula meant when conflicts arose. Much of 
that task fell to the Supreme Court under Mar-
shall, who over the course of three decades ar-
ticulated the constitutional metes and bounds 
of federal-state relations better than almost 
anyone, including Madison himself. For that 
accomplishment alone, Marshall deserves a 
position of high honor in the founders’ gallery.

Delineating the constitutional topography 
of federalism was only one of his signal accom-
plishments. The achievement of that goal nec-
essarily entailed careful explication of (among 
other important provisions) the Commerce 
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Clause, the Contract Clause, the Supremacy 
Clause, and the constitutional bargain that 
created the Bill of Rights. With rare exceptions, 
Marshall was able to bring his colleagues to-
gether unanimously on all of these significant 
issues. Clearly he was a man of clever wit and 
extraordinary charm, who put both to good 
use on the Court. Oliver Wolcott, who had 
worked with Marshall, captured a remarkable 
trait when he wrote to a friend that the Chief 
Justice had a way of “putting his own ideas into 
the minds of others, unconsciously to them.”

And what a workhorse! the court 
decided approximately 1,200 cases 
during Marshall’s 34-year tenure. The 

Chief Justice, who wrote quickly and well, au-
thored the Court’s opinion in almost half of 
these. With but one exception, he performed 
a similar labor in virtually all of the great con-
stitutional cases for which his Court is chiefly 
remembered. Again, he did so with relatively 
few dissents from his colleagues, most of which 
came late in his tenure when changing politics 
had altered the composition of the Court. And 
such was his influence with his colleagues, he 
found it necessary to dissent only once, in Og-
den v. Saunders (1827), involving the enforce-
ment of contracts.

Other noteworthy achievements lay claim 
to thoughtful attention:

(1) He took over a judiciary that after twelve 
years had yet to secure a well-defined place 
within the national constitutional structure. 
The Supreme Court, for its part, had decided 
only a relative handful of cases, which were ar-
gued in a basement room of the Capitol. The 
justices, most of whose time was devoted to ad-
judicating cases while riding circuit, held their 
conferences in the parlor of a rooming house. 
And many public-spirited lawyers sought hon-
ors elsewhere to satisfy their ambition. All 
that had changed by the time Marshall died 
in 1835: no one (whether friend or foe) could 
doubt by then that the Supreme Court had be-
come a respected, co-equal branch of the feder-
al government. At almost every turn, from the 
beginning of his tenure to his last years, this 
goal was accomplished without benefit of his-
torical precedent and despite strong partisan 
opposition.

(2) Before Marshall became Chief Justice, a 
form of what would later be called judicial re-
view (he never used the phrase, which was not 
coined until 1910) was recognized in principle, 
although sparingly and gingerly deployed by 
state judiciaries. Marshall was nothing if not 
prudent, and after Marbury v. Madison his 
Court would never again find an Act of Con-
gress unconstitutional. (The next occasion 
would be Dred Scott v. Sandford in 1857, un-
der his successor, Chief Justice Roger Taney.) 
Although the Chief Justice did not generally 

search for dragons to slay, he was not at all shy 
when policing state actions that challenged 
the national government’s constitutional pow-
ers. Even then, however, states (not the federal 
government) were almost always the aggres-
sors. States were not happy to see their laws 
second-guessed by the federal judiciary, but 
their constitutional claims (resting on the state-
compact theory of the Constitution) never ac-
quired intellectual traction in the court of pub-
lic opinion, nor sometimes even in their own 
jurisdictions. Over time, the power of Mar-
shall’s counter-arguments proved persuasive 
to all but the most dyed-in-the wool advocates 
of states’ rights. His great opinions, especially 
as set forth in McCulloch, Cohens, and Gibbons 
are compelling mini-treatises on the meaning 
of the compound republic. In the same vein are 
the pseudonymous essays he wrote following 
McCulloch in which he elaborated the Court’s 
reasoning on the Necessary and Proper Clause, 
implied powers, and the Supremacy Clause. 

(3) One rarely noted feature of Marshall’s 
jurisprudence is the way in which he read the 
Commerce Clause and the Contract Clause as 
integral parts of a conceptual whole. The whole 
was the development of a truly national market 
secured by a rigorous defense of property rights 
and the elimination of barriers to freely flowing 
interstate commerce. Marshall’s understand-
ing of political economy not only contributed 
significantly to economic growth; it helped 
to minimize the political mischief of faction 
within state legislatures, which, as Madison 
rightly believed, were endlessly flowing fonts of 
what we now call crony capitalism. In this, as 
in most things, the Chief Justice was sensitive 
to the spirit that lay behind the Constitution’s 
relatively spare text. He used these two clauses 
as best he could to minimize state interference 
with a national commercial market and to 
prevent states from favoring powerful local in-
terests at the expense of what Madison called 

“the permanent and aggregate interests of the 
community.”

(4) Time and again, Marshall sought to 
make clear that when the Court spoke, it was 
really the Constitution speaking, not just the 
opinion writer or a group of Justices. That is 
why he changed the previous custom by which 
the Justices, following English practice, would 
often issue seriatim opinions when announcing 
the ruling in a case. Henceforth, there would 
be simply the ruling of “the Court.” 

(5) Not least, Marshall constantly empha-
sized the idea, not fully understood at the time, 
that the Constitution was fundamental law, i.e., 
a social compact expressing the definitive voice 
of the people in their highest deliberative ca-
pacity. The Chief Justice deployed this under-
standing to good effect, especially when beating 
back misguided arguments about the meaning 
of what happened at Philadelphia or the state 

ratifying conventions. The Constitution con-
sidered as fundamental law informed his reflec-
tions on the Supremacy Clause and the logic of 
implied powers, and greatly strengthened his 
effort to make clear that when the Court spoke, 
it spoke not just as one branch of government, 
but as a representative of the people in their 
sovereign capacity.

Finally, (6), no assessment of mar-
shall’s accomplishments would be com-
plete without mentioning his extraordi-

nary efforts in composing The Life of George 
Washington, his multi-volume paean to the 
virtues of the nation’s most indispensable man. 
Dissatisfied with the first printings (which 
appeared between 1803 and 1807) Marshall 
frequently revised and improved the text until 
almost the day he died. Clearly, he wanted to 
get Washington right for the sake of posterity. 
The work is only partly a biography of Wash-
ington. It is chiefly a biography of the impor-
tance of statesmanship to the nation’s founding, 
and a commentary on the need for virtue in our 
public officers. Consider this excerpt from the 
concluding paragraphs:

Respecting as the first magistrate in a 
free government must ever do, the real 
and deliberate sentiments of the people, 
their gusts of passion passed over without 
ruffling the smooth surface of his mind. 
Trusting to the reflecting good sense of 
the nation, he had the magnanimity to 
pursue its real interests in opposition to 
its temporary prejudices; and in more 
instances than one, we find him commit-
ting his whole popularity to hazard, and 
pursuing steadily the course dictated by 
a sense of duty, in opposition to a torrent 
which would have overwhelmed a man of 
ordinary firmness.

Those words might have been written about 
Marshall himself. 

These are extraordinary achievements that 
left an enduring mark on the development of 
American constitutional thought and institu-
tions. That not everything worked out in quite 
the way Marshall wished was hardly his fault. 
As previously noted, his accomplishments were 
all the more remarkable because they were fre-
quently undertaken in the teeth of entrenched 
and powerful opposition. The Great Chief Jus-
tice was not present to sign the Declaration of 
Independence or the Constitution, but among 
those who were, few can lay better claim to 
achieving their noble purposes. We are indebt-
ed to Richard Brookhiser for reminding us.

Michael M. Uhlmann is a senior fellow of the 
Claremont Institute and professor of politics at the 
Claremont Graduate University. 
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Book Review by David F. Forte

Securing the Constitution and Union
John Marshall and the Cases that United the States of America: Beveridge’s Abridged Life of John Marshall, edited by Ronald D. Rotunda.

Twelve Tables Press, 642 pages, $38.95

Ronald d. rotunda, the prodigious 
legal authority who died last year at 
the age of 73, wrote the widely used 

course book American Constitutional Law, co-
authored the six-volume Treatise on Constitu-
tional Law, and wrote several other books and 
hundreds of articles over his career. A scholar 
of the first order, he was a friend to many in 
his field.

Fittingly, his last book is a tribute to Albert 
J. Beveridge’s Life of John Marshall, the semi-
nal analysis of the Great Chief Justice, the 
first of whose four volumes appeared in 1916. 
As a U.S. senator from Indiana between 1899 
and 1911, Beveridge supported American 
expansionism, as well as national legislation 
on child labor and food inspection. A pro-
gressive Republican, he broke with the GOP 
in 1912 to support Theodore Roosevelt, the 
Progressive Party’s presidential nominee. He 
attempted to re-enter electoral politics after 
Roosevelt’s defeat, but never again held office. 
Instead he turned to history. But his progres-
sive nationalism remained his guide, and it fu-
eled his study of Marshall.

Beveridge’s Pulitzer Prize-winning biogra-
phy marked his finest and most lasting con-
tribution to American public life. Rotunda’s 
parting gift is to re-present Beveridge’s clas-

sic work to us in a finely crafted abridgement 
and a beautiful specimen of the bookmaker’s 
art, graced with a pleasant, elegant typescript 
handsomely laid out on substantial stock with 
ample margins for notes. It invites the eyes 
and the hands. Rotunda enhances Beveridge’s 
text with informative introductions and ex-
planatory footnotes, but leaves the dramatic 
rhythms and flow of Beveridge’s style entirely 
intact.

In his treatment of marshall, bev-
eridge replicates his own roiling political 
battles in which he pitted his progres-

sive nationalism against a stubborn states’ 
rights parochialism. He fashions Marshall’s 
struggle into a dramatic narrative, where the 
stakes were of the highest order. With the 
pen as his sole weapon and against the on-
slaught of President Thomas Jefferson, Mar-
shall placed the judiciary in an unrivaled po-
sition of authority, which Beveridge asserts 
saved the republic.

Without Marshall, Beveridge argues, the 
judiciary would have been a withered branch, 
unable to constrain either the executive or the 
Congress. John Jay had refused reappoint-
ment to be Chief Justice because he “had no 
desire to preside, yet again, over a Court lack-

ing ‘essential’ attributes of ‘Energy, weight, 
and Dignity.’” Without Marshall, the Jeffer-
sonian notion of the Constitution as a com-
pact of states would have taken root, leaving 
the Union without any principled basis to re-
sist secession and disintegration. 

Beveridge shapes his narrative as an epic 
contest between Marshall and Jefferson, in 
which his hero snatches an unexpected vic-
tory. With Jefferson as the foil, even Aaron 
Burr receives sympathetic treatment. When 
Burr and Jefferson received an equal num-
ber of electoral votes in the election of 1800, 
the decision of who would be president was 
thrown to the House of Representatives. 
There is a touch of real regret for Beveridge 
that Burr wasn’t chosen over Jefferson. Bev-
eridge claims that had Marshall, who was 
then John Adams’s secretary of state, “openly 
worked for Burr, or even insisted upon a per-
manent deadlock,” the Federalists would have 
achieved their main purpose in denying Jeffer-
son the presidency, and Marshall would have 
stayed on as Burr’s secretary of state. Bev-
eridge also speculates that if there had been 
a deadlock, Marshall might have been chosen 
by the House as president or acting president, 
a possibility Jefferson himself nervously con-
templated. But in the end, “[t]he proof is over-
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whelming and decisive,” writes Beveridge, that 
Burr’s adamant refusal to co-operate with the 
Federalists and Jefferson’s promises to Rep-
resentative James Bayard and others that he 
would not turn out Federalist office holders 
gained the Virginian the presidency. In fact, 
although Beveridge doesn’t say so, Bayard’s 
forcing the Federalists in the House of Repre-
sentatives to concede the election to Jefferson 
almost certainly averted a civil war.

And so, the two Olympian protagonists 
strode upon the pitch, each fated to be there 
by an odd concatenation of circumstances. 
Marshall became Chief Justice on the surprise 
resignation of Chief Justice Oliver Ellsworth 
in December 1800, and after John Jay had 
declined the post; Jefferson became president 
by the politically deft skills of a man against 
whom Jefferson would later turn the full fury 
of his wrath. 

The centerpiece of the contest 
between Marshall and Jefferson was, 
of course, Marbury v. Madison, and 

Beveridge constructs a dramatic narrative 
to highlight Marshall’s unexpected triumph. 
He begins with the Federalist Party’s self-
immolation in the 1800 election, both at the 
polls and in the House of Representatives. In 
1801, the Federalists’ loss was seen by few as 
permanent and the party fully expected that 
if it could hang on Jefferson charges of incom-
petency, partisanship, and revolutionary de-
sign, it would return to power. Only in hind-
sight can we see that their cause was doomed. 
But Beveridge, descending into melodrama, 
anachronistically sees the Federalist defeat in 
the light of their eventual withering away:

So it came about that the party of 
Washington…went down forever in a 
welter of passion, tawdry politics, and 
disgraceful intrigue. All was lost, in-
cluding honor. But no! All was not lost. 
The Judiciary remained.

The judiciary had, in fact, been strength-
ened by the Judiciary Act of 1801, passed in 
the final weeks of John Adams’s administra-
tion. The new statute established separate cir-
cuit courts staffed by new circuit court judg-
es, abolished circuit riding by the Supreme 
Court Justices—a relief begged for from the 
start—and reduced the Supreme Court to 
five members. The reduction in number was 
not, as Jeffersonian newspapers charged, to 
deny the incoming president an appointment 
when the first of the six remaining Justices 
resigned. Rather, the original number of six, 
contrived so there could be two Justices man-
ning each of the original three circuits, was no 

longer necessary with the cohort of indepen-
dent circuit court judges. Moreover, having an 
odd number of Justices prevented tie votes, so 
that Court rulings would settle disputes and 
clarify the law. 

By establishing a separately staffed system 
of six circuit courts with 16 judges, the 1801 
Act also relieved Supreme Court Justices from 
the ethically awkward duty of reviewing cases 
on which they had previously sat as circuit 
court judges. In addition, the law expanded 
federal jurisdiction in order to counter the Jef-
fersonian Republicans’ growing commitment 
to states’ rights. As Adams’s closest adviser, 
Marshall had a primary role in recommend-
ing the men who were to fill the new judge-
ships. All were Federalists.

Personally, politically, and ideo-
logically, the Judiciary Act and its co-
hort of exclusively Federalist circuit 

court judges enraged Jefferson. He resolved 
to repeal the law and bring the judiciary—
the Federalists’ last “stronghold,” as he put 
it—to heel. Beveridge writes that Jefferson 
was confident of success. He understood 
how disciplined and loyal his party was in 
Congress, and how disorganized and ill-led 
the Federalists were. Although the 1800 
election had been very close, the Republi-
cans swept to a decisive victory in the House 
of Representatives and gained a majority in 
the Senate. What’s more, Jefferson was a 
skilled political leader and had a highly com-
petent cabinet, which, unlike the one Adams 
had inherited from Washington, was utterly 
loyal to their chief. The new president was 
a real threat to Marshall and the judiciary. 

“Thus, the Republican programme of demo-
lition was begun,” writes Beveridge. “Feder-
alist taxes were, of course, to be abolished; 
the Federalist mint dismantled; the Feder-
alist army disbanded; the Federalist navy 
beached.” In fact, Secretary of the Treasury 
Albert Gallatin maintained the Hamilto-
nian financial structure; John Adams had 
already kept the army small; and Jefferson 
reduced the navy but kept its core and used it 
assertively against Barbary. Meanwhile, ac-
cording to Beveridge, Marshall demonstrat-
ed his “audacity” by establishing “for the first 
time” the custom of announcing the court’s 
decision as a single opinion—although, as 
Rotunda points out, it was Ellsworth who 
had originally attempted that reform. Mar-
shall did, however, initiate the custom of the 
judicial conference after argument, through 
which a consensus could be formed.

Jefferson’s bitterness towards the judiciary 
lay in the quite plausible belief that Federal-
ist jurists had vigorously enforced the Sedi-

tion Act of 1798 in order to stifle Republican 
newspapers and keep him from winning the 
presidency. He pardoned those who had been 
convicted under the Sedition Act (and had 
Congress later remit the fines), and replaced 
federal marshals. Marshals impaneled grand 
juries, and grand juries brought indictments, 
including politicized indictments. By that act, 
whether he realized it or not, Jefferson helped 
to depoliticize the judiciary, something that 
his adversary Marshall would also press for as 
Chief Justice.

In december 1801, when his new repub-
lican Congress met, Jefferson disarmingly 
suggested, “The judiciary system of the 

United States, and especially that portion of 
it recently erected, will of course present itself 
to the contemplation of Congress.” Everybody 
knew what was coming. For months, Feder-
alists had been penning essays defending the 
independence of the judiciary. Many thought 
Jefferson might try to impeach Justices. Bev-
eridge darkly intones, “Thus by progressive 
stages the Supreme Court would be brought 
beneath the blade of the executioner and the 
obnoxious Marshall decapitated or compelled 
to submit.” 

In the debate over Republicans’ plan to 
repeal the 1801 Act, the courts’ ability to 

“check” the other departments of government 
was the central issue, even though the Act 
had said nothing about such a power. Sena-
tor Stevens Mason of Virginia disputed that 
the courts had that authority and feared that 

“this independence of the Judiciary” would 
become “something like supremacy.” Senator 
John Breckinridge denied the right of judicial 
review altogether: “The Legislature have the 
exclusive right to interpret the Constitution, 
in what regards to the law-making power, and 
the judges are bound to execute the laws they 
make.” James Bayard, now the Federalist lead-
er in the House, threatened civil war if the in-
dependence of the judiciary were destroyed. 
The repeal bill, with every Republican vote be-
hind it, passed in early March 1802. Because 
the question of judicial review had been cen-
tral to the debate, the Republicans changed 
the calendar of the Supreme Court in order 
to deny it the opportunity throughout 1802 
to exercise that putative power upon the Re-
peal Act itself. 

In December 1801, shortly after Jefferson’s 
message to Congress, Charles Lee, John Ad-
ams’s former attorney general, had brought 
the case of Marbury v. Madison. The suit con-
tested Jefferson’s decision, taken immediately 
after his inauguration, to withhold commis-
sions from federal justices of the peace who 
had been appointed by Adams.
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On his way to describing the 
centrality of Marbury v. Madison, 
Beveridge makes a number of his-

torical errors. He states that Jefferson had 
told Secretary of State James Madison not to 
deliver the Justice of the Peace commissions, 
when it was Levi Lincoln, Jefferson’s attorney 
general, who was acting as secretary of state 
at the time. He blames Marshall for having 
failed to deliver the commissions: “Instead, he 
had, with his customary negligence of details, 
left them on his desk.” But Marshall had fol-
lowed normal procedure in leaving it to his 
chief clerk to deliver the commissions the next 
day, the day of Jefferson’s inaugural. But by 
then, Marshall would only later learn, it was 
too late. Beveridge misses entirely the signifi-
cance of the case being brought barely a week 
after Jefferson’s message signaling the attempt 
to repeal the 1801 Judiciary Act. Marbury’s 
suit was, in fact, not personal. It was designed 
to help stymie Jefferson’s plan.

Missteps aside, Beveridge brings the tale of 
Marshall’s success in Marbury v. Madison to 
its triumphant conclusion in a way that is now 
known to every student of constitutional law. 
He notes the Chief Justice’s chagrin in having 
to enforce the Repeal Act while on circuit in 
1802, contrasting that with his catapulting 
Marbury, a case of “no consequence,” into to-
temic significance. He “praises” Marshall for 
devising a “pretext” for annulling section 13 of 
the Judiciary Act of 1789 (it was actually only 
a few words in that Section that Marshall 
found wanting). He also asserts (question-
ably) that Marshall’s interpretation of Section 
13 ran counter to the understanding of “the 
whole bench and bar.” 

Although scholars today can emphasize 
how much judicial review was expected at the 
time, how it had been explicitly defended by 
Hamilton in The Federalist, Beveridge persua-
sively argues that because the Repeal Act had 
been passed as an attack on the notion of judi-
cial review, without Marbury v. Madison

the power of the Supreme Court to an-
nul acts of Congress probably would 
not have been insisted upon thereaf-
ter…. [H]ad he not then taken this 
stand, nearly seventy years would have 
passed without any question arising as 
to the omnipotence of Congress. After 
so long a period of judicial acquiescence 
in Congressional supremacy it seems 
likely that opposition to it would have 
been futile.

Beveridge’s overpraise of Marshall comes 
very close to saying that by deliberately dis-
torting the understanding of the Judiciary Act 

of 1789 in order to assert judicial review, Mar-
shall made the Court the “ultimate arbiter as 
to what is and what is not law under the Con-
stitution.” In this reading, Marshall’s opin-
ion was, as Jefferson would claim, actually a 
usurpation: “Thus, by a coup as bold in design 
and as daring in execution as that by which 
the Constitution had been framed, John Mar-
shall set up a landmark in American history 
so high that all the future could take bearings 
from it, so enduring that all the shocks the 
Nation was to endure could not overturn it.” 
In Beveridge’s era, “legal realism” was already 
well established in the law schools and infil-
trating the judiciary, and may have influenced 
him. If, as he indicates, even the institution of 
judicial review was “made up law,” why could 
not present-day courts enact their preferences 
with the same confidence and determination?

In the remaining chapters of rotun-
da’s abridgement, Beveridge continues to 
drive home his theme of judicial indepen-

dence at the service of the nationalization of 
the Constitution. Politically, the impeach-
ment and failed conviction of Justice Samuel 
Chase in 1805 was the turning point. John 
Quincy Adams wrote to his father that the 
articles of impeachment brought against 
Chase “contained in themselves a virtual im-
peachment of not only Mr. Chase but all the 
Judges of the Supreme Court.” Senator Wil-
liam Giles, leader of the Republicans in the 
Senate, determined to use impeachment to 
punish Marshall and the Court for its effron-
tery in declaring unconstitutional an act of 
Congress, prompting Quincy Adams to write 
that the plan was to “have swept the supreme 
judicial branch clean at a stroke.” In fact, the 
plan of impeachment had been set even before 
Marbury had been decided. Even so, Jefferson 
thought the federal impeachment process 
too dilatory, and desired an amendment that 
would allow the president to remove a judge 
from office simply “on the address of the two 
Houses.” 

Beveridge reminds us how real the im-
peachment danger was, and we now know 
that Jefferson was behind the whole business. 
In December 1803, when the House im-
peached District Judge John Pickering, who 
suffered from alcoholism and mental illness, 
the president rewarded three of the witnesses 
against Pickering with federal offices. Inside 
of an hour after the Senate convicted Pick-
ering, the House passed articles of impeach-
ment against Chase. 

In his description of Chase’s trial, Bev-
eridge again praises Senate President Aaron 
Burr, serving out his last weeks as vice presi-
dent. Despite the coy attempts of Jefferson 

and the Republicans to cultivate him, Burr, 
the despised assassin and indicted murderer 
of Hamilton, “conducted [the trial] with the 
dignity and impartiality of an angel, but with 
the rigor of a devil,” a Washington newspaper 
reported. Beveridge describes the trial with 
the page-turning intensity of a modern sus-
pense novel. When it came time for the vote, 
for the first time the Republican ranks in the 
Senate broke and Chase was acquitted. John 
Marshall, at last, was secure in his post.

Beveridge moves on to complete 
his view of Marshall’s nationaliza-
tion project, pausing in a chapter on 

Marshall and his colleague Associate Justice 
Joseph Story to describe in delightful detail 
Marshall’s personality and political skills. 
Jefferson was succeeded by presidents who 
had opposed Marshall at one time or anoth-
er—Madison, James Monroe, and Andrew 
Jackson—but the Chief Justice stayed on the 
Court for nearly 35 years. His persuasive per-
sonality and his immense power of reason 
turned virtually all new appointments to the 
bench into allies. He moved on to stabilize 
the nation’s financial structure by strength-
ening the Contract Clause, enhance federal 
power by an expansive interpretation of the 
Necessary and Proper Clause, and free up 
commerce by disallowing state monopolies of 
transportation.

Through it all, Beveridge insists, Marshall 
kept his sights on preserving the Union. In 
Beveridge’s eyes, he was the first progressive 
nationalist. Time and again, Marshall dis-
puted the wrongheaded notion—launched 
by Jefferson in the Kentucky Resolution of 
1798—that the Constitution was a compact 
of states. Even in the age of Jackson, Mar-
shall upheld the rights of the Cherokee In-
dians against Georgia’s predatory claims, 
while affirming national control over Indian 
affairs. Having feared that the Union was on 
the verge of dismemberment, Marshall re-
joiced, however, at Andrew Jackson’s strong 
opposition to South Carolina’s Ordinance of 
Nullification. 

At his death, John Marshall remained 
gloomy over the prospects of the Union. He 
would not have known, of course, how the 
Supreme Court would be turned by his suc-
cessor, Roger Taney, into an instrument for 
its dissolution. Only a man even greater in 
wisdom, vision, commitment, and political as-
tuteness than Marshall could have saved the 
Union then.

David F. Forte is professor of law at the Cleve-
land-Marshall College of Law at Cleveland State 
University. 
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Battle for a Continent

To establish civilization in the 
North American wilderness required 
heroic energy, courage, sacrifice, and 

dauntlessness, from both ordinary and ex-
traordinary men and women. The annals of 
discovery, exploration, settlement, and con-
quest recount prodigies of boldness and per-
severance that the comfortable modern reader 
can scarcely imagine.

Americans used to take pride in the 
achievements of those forebears, who made 
possible the sweet, comfortable, civilized life 
most of us enjoy. Such pride has of course 
become unfashionable, not to say “racist.” 
The ugliness in America’s origins, and our 
complicity as the beneficiaries of the ances-
tral crimes, is all we are allowed to see of our 
beginnings; and we are admonished to be ap-
propriately horrified and revolted. Now that 
the wilderness has itself become holy—for 

many, the last sanctuary of holiness—the 
fact that large cities and their suburbs sprawl 
where primeval forest or drear desert once 
stood is desecration. And with the destruc-
tion of the wilderness came the disposses-
sion of the land’s rightful possessors, in the 
perfection of their Neolithic innocence: the 
indigenous peoples who would have lived 
in peace, but were defeated in unjust, even 
genocidal war.

All nations’ origins have their ugliness, 
and it is right that the truth be told. With-
out candor and a sense of proportion, how-
ever, the whole truth about the encounter of 
civilization with barbarism in North America 
has degenerated into a Hollywood fantasy of 
unforgivable evildoing on the part of white 
invaders who, professing to bring salvation to 
savagery, had proved to be themselves the real 
savages.

A corrective to this woke narrative can be 
found in the writings of Francis Parkman 
(1823–1893), the supreme historian of that 
fateful encounter, which was really a world-
historical collision. Parkman was the author 
of The Oregon Trail (1849), and of the seven-
volume France and England in North America 
(1865-92), along with the two-volume The 
Conspiracy of Pontiac and The Indian War after 
the Conquest of Canada (1851), a coda to his 
masterwork that was actually written before 
it. (These major works are now available in 
three volumes by the Library of America.) He 
was honestly ambivalent, as many Americans 
are today, about the inexorable advance of 
white civilization across North America. He 
appreciated the cruelty of the loss. His enthu-
siasm, especially in his youth, for wild places 
and wild Indians far overflowed the bounds 
of Boston Brahmin propriety, in which he 

Oregon Trail Memorial half-dollar (“Indian side”), issued by the United States 
Mint, 1926–1939, showing an American Indian holding a bow, with his arm raised 
in a gesture of peace
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had been steeped. Yet his appraisal of Indian 
virtues and vices was sober and, when neces-
sary, unsparing, which has largely discredited 
Parkman in modern eyes. 

The late Peter Matthiessen—the most 
beautiful nature writer of his generation 
and a subscriber to all liberal pieties, chief 
mourner of vanished wilderness and of Na-
tive American moral superiority to the white 
violators—believed he had made the de-
finitive case against Parkman with a single 
sentence in his book Indian Country (1984): 

“The historian Francis Parkman described 
these formerly admired people as ‘man, wolf, 
and devil, all in one’ (he wrote of the ‘homi-
cidal fury’ of the Iroquois, whose Six Nations 
parliamentary system, so admired by Benja-
min Franklin and the Founding Fathers, was 
incorporated in his country’s constitution).” 
But Parkman was frank about Indian vi-
ciousness, while Matthiessen stretched the 
truth about the founders’ admiration for the 
Indians’ political science. Franklin at the Al-
bany Congress in 1754 was not quite so com-
plimentary: “It would be a strange thing…if 
Six nations of ignorant savages should be 
capable of forming such a union [a confed-
eration of tribes] and be able to execute it in 
such a manner that it has subsisted for ages 
and appears indissoluable, and yet that a like 
union should be impractical for ten or a doz-
en English colonies.” Matthiessen’s cant may 
have been enshrined as progressive truth, but 
Parkman finds the fact of the matter where 
Matthiessen burbles. Parkman is perfectly 
capable of scorn and indignation at whites’ 
mistreatment of Indians, yet he remains 
justly confident of the superiority of civiliza-
tion to savagery, and he is never confused in 
the modern liberal manner about who was 
civilized and who savage. He deserves to be 
read again in our time.

All Respectable Ceremoniousness

Francis parkman, born on beacon 
Hill, was heir to a considerable fortune, 
earned by his paternal grandfather in 

the China trade; to Unitarian orthodoxy, for 
his father was the pastor of Boston’s New 
North Church, and with the entrepreneur 
grandfather the benefactor of the Park-
man Professorship of Pulpit Eloquence and 
the Pastoral Care at the Harvard Divinity 
School; and to all the respectable ceremo-
niousness that such distinction entails. He 
made good use of the family money, reject-
ed the paternal religion in favor of what he 
called “reverent agnosticism,” and was known 
to stand abruptly on ceremony when gross-
ness intruded, as it would in post-Jacksonian 

America. But for all that, he discovered his 
soul’s true need while living from age 8 to 
13 at his maternal grandfather’s farm and 
roaming the Middlesex Fells, which Howard 
Doughty describes in his biography, Francis 
Parkman (1962), as “a little enclave of suf-
ficiently primeval wilderness within eight 
miles of the heart of Boston.” Reading Sir 
Walter Scott, James Fenimore Cooper, and 
Lord Byron made Parkman see how a life of 
adventure might be joined to a literary voca-
tion. Summer vacations from Harvard found 
him on daring expeditions with rather refrac-
tory classmates in wild regions of northern 
New England where only Indians and some 
few white hunters had preceded them. 

His studies—under the direction of Pro-
fessor Jared Sparks, the first academic histo-
rian to specialize in American history, who 

After he graduated Phi Beta Kappa in 
1844, at his father’s insistence Parkman en-
tered Harvard Law School. He made the 
most of his confinement, devoting one hour 
each day to his formal studies and the rest to 
his “own notions.” These included a compre-
hensive reading course in the master Euro-
pean historians—Edward Gibbon, William 
Robertson, François Guizot, Leopold von 
Ranke—and, nearer to home, preparation 
for writing The Conspiracy of Pontiac, his ac-
count of the 18th-century war waged by a 
coalition of Indian tribes against British set-
tlers in the Great Lakes region. He was wear-
ing himself thin again, however, and suffered 
from sleeplessness, digestive trouble, and 
impaired sight that sometimes made reading 
impossible. He got his law degree—his sis-
ter read William Blackstone to him when he 
could not—and immediately set to serious 
documentary research on Pontiac, but his 
health so deteriorated that another urgent 
respite was called for.

Among the Indians

This time he lit out for the ter-
ritories, following the California and 
Oregon Trail in the company of his 

cousin Quincy Shaw and two formidable 
French-American mountain men. The Or-
egon Trail (1847), the only book of his that 
is much read or even known today, is not a 
history but a personal narrative. Manifest 
Destiny was the rallying cry of westward 
expansion, but such jingo romance is not to 
be seen in these pages. For him the appeal 
of the West was visceral: even in the Platte 
River valley, where nature was neither ma-
jestic nor beautiful and small lizards were 
the only sign of life, wildness had its allure, 
more moral than aesthetic: “And yet stern 
and wild associations gave a singular inter-
est to the view; for here each man lives by 
the strength of his arm and the valor of his 
heart. Here society is reduced to its original 
elements, the whole fabric of art and con-
ventionality is struck rudely to pieces, and 
men find themselves suddenly brought back 
to the wants and resources of their original 
natures.” 

Parkman went west largely because he 
wanted to live among Indians. His companion 
Henry Chatillon, hunter and trapper, was mar-
ried to the daughter of a Sioux chieftain, a con-
nection that allowed Parkman to spend three 
weeks in an Indian village. So he got his wish. 
He found the Indians curious about “subjects 
within their ordinary range of thought,” but 
that orbit was severely limited. “They will not 
trouble themselves to inquire into what they 
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would write biographies of the French explor-
ers Father Jacques Marquette and Robert de 
La Salle—dovetailed nicely with his adventures. 
During his sophomore year Parkman conceived 
the momentous project, as he later recalled, of 
writing the history of “the whole course of the 
American conflict between France and England, 
or, in other words, the history of the American 
forest; for this was the light in which I regarded 
it. My theme fascinated me, and I was haunted 
with wilderness images day and night.” Driv-
ing himself hard to ready mind and body for 
this great undertaking, he broke down: heart 
trouble, brought on by over-exertion in the 
college’s new gymnasium, he believed, though 
Doughty is inclined to suspect nervous col-
lapse long coming, and destined to recur with 
terrible force in future years.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2018/19
Page 75

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

cannot comprehend, but are quite contented to 
place their hands over their mouths in token of 
wonder, and exclaim that it is ‘great medicine.’”

He comes across an old man, his best 
friend in the village, evidently rapt in “com-
munion of some kind with a supernatural 
being.” “To [the Indian] all nature is instinct 
with mystic influence. Among those moun-
tains not a wild beast was prowling, a bird 
singing, or a leaf fluttering, that might not 
tend to direct his destiny, or give warning of 
what was in store for him; and he watches 
the world of nature around him as the as-
trologer watches the stars.” His respect for 
Indian spiritual beliefs did not attenuate his 
clear insinuation that they were primitive su-
perstition after all.

At the same time, Indian beauty evokes the 
most superb forms of Greek sculpture. “With 
his free and noble attitude, with the bow in 
his hand, and the quiver at his back, he might 
seem, but for his face, the Pythian Apollo 
himself. Such a figure rose before the imagi-
nation of [the painter Benjamin] West, when 
on first seeing the Belvidere in the Vatican, he 
exclaimed, ‘By God, a Mohawk!’” And the 
Sioux’s ferocity fascinates Parkman. “War is 
the breath of their nostrils. Against most of 
the neighboring tribes they cherish a deadly, 

rancorous hatred, transmitted from father to 
son, and inflamed by constant aggression and 
retaliation.”

But he is rightly appalled as well as fasci-
nated. He relates a celebrated warrior’s brag-
gadocio about tortures not merely savage but 
downright diabolical, administered to a cap-
tive Snake Indian—scalping him alive, then 
slicing the tendons of his wrists and feet and 
throwing him into a fire. “He garnished his 
story with a great many descriptive particu-
lars much too revolting to mention.” The war-
rior gazes at Parkman with a childlike inno-
cence as he details his malign handiwork. The 
Indian fondness for inflicting ungodly pain on 
their enemies before killing them is a recur-
ring motif in Parkman’s writings. 

Parkman clearly thought it a rare privilege 
to live among “one of the wildest of the wild 
hordes.”

These men were thorough savages. 
Neither their manners nor their ideas 
were in the slightest degree modi-
fied by contact with civilization. They 
knew nothing of the power and real 
character of the white men, and their 
children would scream in terror at the 
sight of me.

He strikes the elegiac note for a way of life 
fated to pass away, as the whites’ movement 
westward kills off the buffalo on which the 
nomadic Indians depend for sustenance. “The 
Indians will soon be corrupted by the exam-
ple of the whites, abased by whisky, and over-
awed by military posts; so that within a few 
years the traveler may pass in tolerable secu-
rity through their country. Its danger and its 
charm will have disappeared together.”

Although Parkman was right to foresee 
the extinction of the traditional life, the dis-
appearance would take longer, and cost both 
conqueror and conquered more, than he an-
ticipated. He gives a dark hint of what is even-
tually to take place. The fearsome Arapahoes 
whom Parkman’s party encounters are tamer 
than usual because General Stephen Kearny, 
at the head of the Army of the West, had re-
cently informed them that “if they ever again 
touched the hair of a white man’s head he 
would exterminate their nation. This placed 
them for the time in an admirable frame of 
mind, and the effect of his menaces had not 
yet disappeared.” Such menaces would be 
made good in time, over and over again.

The western adventure, intended to restore 
Parkman to health, ravaged him instead—
dysentery, eye trouble, near prostration—and 
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the return home worsened his condition. 
Parkman’s eyes were so sensitive to light that 
he wrote with them closed. It was not his eyes, 
though, but his dervish mind that fright-
ened him most. He was to endure this host 
of symptoms for many years, with only oc-
casional remissions. Psychic distress exacer-
bated the disease. Somehow, with a thrust of 
will heroically sustained, his immense seven-
volume history was completed. 

Father of New France

The particular heroes of france 
and England in the New World are fig-
ures of outstanding moral and physical 

bravery: Samuel de Champlain in the first 
volume, Pioneers of France in the New World 
(1865, revised 1885); Father Jean de Brébeuf 
and his priestly brethren in the second, The Je-
suits in North America in the Seventeenth Cen-
tury (1867); and René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur 
de la Salle in the third, La Salle and the Discov-
ery of the Great West (1869, under a different 
title; revised 1879 and 1893).

Champlain, explorer of the West Indies, 
founder of Quebec City in 1608, “the Father 
of New France,” was an intrepid adventurer 
for whom the known world was not suffi-
ciently wondrous to hold him. Faith in the sa-
cred civilizing mission of Catholic France was 
paramount—a belief that the staunch New 
Englander Parkman, standing in his mind for 
liberty against absolutism, considers chauvin-
ist and misguided:

he gave himself with a loyal zeal and de-
votedness to the profoundly mistaken 
principles which he had espoused. In 
his mind, patriotism and religion were 
inseparably linked. France was the 
champion of Christianity, and her hon-
or, her greatness, were involved in her 
fidelity to this high function. Should 
she abandon to perdition the darkened 
nations among whom she had cast the 
first faint rays of hope?

Champlain ran perhaps a greater risk than 
he knew by enlisting Huron and Algonquin 
tribes against the Iroquois, who were their 
traditional enemies and the most warlike and 
terrible of all Indians; but thereby he seized 
the chance to “make himself the indispensable 
ally and leader of the tribes of Canada, and 
at the same time fight his way to discovery in 
regions which otherwise were barred against 
him. From first to last, it was the policy of 
France in America to mingle in Indian poli-
tics, hold the balance of power between ad-
verse tribes, and envelop in the network of her 

power and diplomacy the remotest hordes of 
the wilderness.” 

In the first battle against the Iroquois, on 
the shores of what would be known as Lake 
Champlain, superior European military tech-
nology that the enemy had never encountered 
before won the day: Champlain fired his ar-
quebus (forerunner to the rifle), loaded with 
four balls, at the Iroquois chiefs, and killed 
two and wounded another with one shot. 
Consternation ensued. “Camp, canoes, provi-
sions, all were abandoned, and many weapons 
flung down in the panic flight. The victory was 
complete.” The victory celebration of the Indi-
an allies sickened Champlain, as they scalped 
an Iroquois prisoner in preparation for burn-
ing him alive. At first the Indians refused 
Champlain’s entreaty to let him shoot the 
victim, but when he walked away in disgust, 
they called him back and allowed him to do 
the merciful thing. “The scene filled him with 
horror; but, a few months later, on the Place 
de Grève at Paris, he might have witnessed 
tortures equally revolting and equally vindic-
tive, inflicted on the regicide Ravaillac by the 
sentence of grave and learned judges.” 

of the wilderness and the very heart of barba-
rism. Parkman finds much to fault in the Jesu-
its and in the entire Church of Rome—“now 
breathing charity and love, now dark with the 
passions of Hell; now beaming with celestial 
truth, now masked in hypocrisy and lies.” Yet 
the missionaries’ “enthusiastic exaltation” and 
austere purity of intention earn his respect. 

“That gloomy wilderness, those hordes of sav-
ages, had nothing to tempt the ambitious, the 
proud, the grasping, or the indolent. Obscure 
toil, solitude, privation, hardship, and death 
were to be the missionaries’ portion.”

Before the Europeans arrived, the Indians 
suffered the predations of “chronic warfare,” 
dwelt “[i]n the midst of Nature” yet “knew 
nothing of her laws,” and felt the “perpetual 
fear” bred by animist superstition; even had 
the most capable of them, the Iroquois, been 

“left under their institutions to work out their 
destiny undisturbed, [they] would [never] 
have developed a civilization of their own.” 
Parkman understands civilization after the 
manner of a modern American democrat: 
Christian in sentiment if not necessarily in 
profession of faith. In his view, the Indians 
had not begun to show the buds of philosophy 
and science, to demonstrate the systematic use 
of reason to see beneath the surface of nature, 
and thus to assert some human mastery over 
it. Nor had they imagined on their own a God 
whose example of mercy and love sweetened 
human life, encouraging peaceable ways and 
making tender-heartedness estimable rather 
than contemptible. Jesuit care of Indian souls 
was part of the general French solicitude. 

“Spanish civilization crushed the Indian; Eng-
lish civilization scorned and neglected him; 
French civilization embraced and cherished 
him.” Parkman leaves little doubt, however, 
that for all the benefits of Christianity the Je-
suits’ mystical transports were no less prepos-
terous to him than the beliefs of the Indians. 

When the time comes for Brébeuf actually 
to face death, in its most awful manifesta-
tion, there is no trace of Parkman’s deadpan 
irony. The priest had led the mission to the 
Hurons, the tribe most receptive to the Chris-
tian teaching. In 1649 the intractable Iroquois 
waged devastating war on the Hurons and 
took Brébeuf prisoner. They bound him to a 
stake, and when he loudly exhorted the Hu-
ron converts also captive to think on Heaven, 
the torturers “scorched him from head to foot, 
to silence him.” He in turn threatened them 
with hellfire, so “they cut away his lower lip 
and thrust a red-hot iron down his throat. He 
still held his tall form erect and defiant, with 
no sign or sound of pain.” After the Iroquois 
had set fire to his fellow priest Father Lale-
ment, they bedecked Brébeuf with a necklace 

Parkman is never
confused in the modern 

liberal manner about
who was civilized and who 

savage.

So the Europeans were hardly free from 
moral taint in Parkman’s eyes. In The Conspir-
acy of Pontiac (1851) Parkman cites the cor-
respondence in 1763 between Sir Jeffery Am-
herst and Colonel Henry Bouquet in which 
the two Englishmen discuss the scheme of 
using contaminated blankets to spread small-
pox among the Indians or hunting them with 
dogs. “[T]o extirpate this execrable race” was 
Sir Jeffrey’s stated intention. Parkman states 
with relief that there is “no direct evidence” 
the “shameful” biological attack was put into 
effect, but he notes that a few months later a 
smallpox outbreak “made havoc among the 
tribes of the Ohio.” Parkman loathes barbaric 
violence and perfidy wherever he sees it. But 
that doesn’t mean he considers the Europeans 
generally as barbaric as the Indians. The evi-
dence tells him otherwise.

Missionary Zeal

The jesuit priests were part of the 
French imperial vanguard, and in their 
missionary zeal pushed into the depths 
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of red-hot hatchets, poured boiling water over 
his head in a parody of baptism, then “cut 
strips of flesh from his limbs, and devoured 
them before his eyes.” He was of course 
scalped, and when he was nearly dead and still 
imperturbable they ripped his chest open and 
the crowd drew near to drink “the blood of so 
valiant an enemy, thinking to imbibe with it 
some portion of his courage. A chief then tore 
out his heart, and devoured it.” 

The sacrifice of men such as Brébeuf was 
not pointless suffering. In time Christian 
civilization had a softening effect on Indian 
manners:

In the wars of the next century we do 
not often find those examples of dia-
bolic atrocity with which the earlier 
annals are crowded. The savage burned 
his enemies alive, it is true, but he 
rarely ate them; neither did he torment 
them with the same deliberation and 
persistency. He was a savage still, but 
not so often a devil. The improvement 
was not great, but it was distinct; and it 
seems to have taken place wherever In-
dian tribes were in close relations with 
any respectable community of white 
men.

Daring and Freedom

La salle extended the french im-
perial reach into the Mississippi Valley 
in the 1670s. “Neither the English nor 

the Jesuits should conquer that rich domain: 
the one must rest content with the country 
east of the Alleghanies, and the other with 
the forests, savages, and beaver-skins of the 
northern lakes. It was for him to call into 
light the latent riches of the great West.” The 
arduousness of La Salle’s expeditions, the 
indomitable will that overcame misfortune 
heaped on disaster piled on calamity, roused 
Parkman to magniloquence; his prose turns 
as purple as fatal apoplexy, and one is grate-
ful that 19th-century taste allowed such 
excesses, for they are appropriate to the 
man and the occasion: “He was a tower of 
adamant, against whose impregnable front 
hardship and danger, the rage of man and of 
the elements, the southern sun, the north-
ern blast, fatigue, famine, and disease, delay, 
disappointment, and deferred hope emptied 
their quivers in vain.” Yet in the end La Salle 
dared too much, proposing to gather an im-
mense force of Indians to invade Mexico: “a 
wild project of leading fifteen thousand sav-

ages for an unknown distance, through an 
unknown country to attack an unknown 
enemy, —was something more than Quix-
otic daring…. It is difficult not to see in all 
this the chimera of an overwrought brain, no 
longer able to distinguish between the pos-
sible and the impossible.” Catastrophe was in 
the cards, and La Salle was shot and killed 
by one of his own men, as his party, reduced 
to a handful, floundered in malarial swamps.

It was for dominion of the great West 
that France and England, and New France 
and New England, fought a world-altering 
North American war nearly a century af-
ter La Salle’s explorations. In Montcalm 
and Wolfe (1884), the concluding volume of 
the history, which treats the Seven Years’ 
War of 1756-63 (known in America as the 
French and Indian War, though Parkman 
never calls it that), westward expansion is 
seen as crucial to the English colonies’ secur-
ing increased independence from the mother 
country, and becomes the impetus for war on 
French Canada. “Their first necessity was to 
rid themselves of the French, who, by shut-
ting them between the Alleghanies and the 
sea, would cramp them into perpetual little-
ness. With France on their backs, growing 
while they had no room to grow, they must 
remain in helpless wardship, dependent on 
England, whose aid they would always need; 
but with the West open before them, their 
future was their own.”

The American future looked more promis-
ing than the Canadian because in the one the 
experience of freedom encouraged energies in 
ordinary people that centralized paternalistic 
absolutism in the other killed in the cradle. In 
his fourth volume, The Old Régime in Canada 
(1874; revised 1893), Parkman explains why 
the English colonial power flourished while 
the French withered:

Perpetual intervention of government, 
—regulations, restrictions, encourage-
ments sometimes more mischievous 
than restrictions, a constant uncertain-
ty what the authorities would do next, 
the fate of each man resting less with 
himself than with another, volition en-
feebled, self-reliance paralyzed, —the 
condition, in short, of a child held al-
ways under the rule of a father, in the 
main well-meaning and kind, some-
times generous, sometimes neglectful, 
often capricious, and rarely very wise, 

—such were the influences under which 
Canada grew up. If she had prospered, it 

would have been sheer miracle. A man, 
to be a man, must feel that he holds his 
fate, in some good measure, in his own 
hands.

Had the Canadians been given freedom 
they would not have known what to do with 
it. “Freedom is for those who are fit for it; 
the rest will lose it, or turn it to corruption. 
Church and State were right in exercising au-
thority over a people which had not learned 
the first rudiments of self-government.” The 
success of the English colonies and the failure 
of the French had their origins in deep-rooted 
political traditions that respectively enhanced 
and inhibited intellectual and moral indepen-
dence. “The cause lies chiefly in the vast ad-
vantage drawn by England from the historical 
training of her people in habits of reflection, 
forecast, industry, and self-reliance, —a train-
ing which enabled them to adopt and main-
tain an invigorating system of self-rule, totally 
inapplicable to their rivals.” 

Great men are prominent in Parkman’s 
account, but as the history approaches the 
epoch of the American Founding, the life of 
the common people increases in significance. 
How the actions of political and military lead-
ers affect the condition of ordinary men and 
women becomes his primary concern. The 
best thing that happened to Canadians, he 
declares, was James Wolfe’s victory over the 
Marquis of Montcalm on Quebec’s Plains of 
Abraham.

This English conquest was the grand 
crisis of Canadian history. It was the 
beginning of a new life…. England im-
posed by the sword on reluctant Canada 
the boon of rational and ordered liber-
ty…. A happier calamity never befell a 
people than the conquest of Canada by 
the British arms.

Many modern French Canadians fail to par-
take of such happiness, however. Even so, one 
awaits the day when Native Americans will 
be willing to say that the happiest calamity 
to befall their peoples was their conquest by 
the arms of the white man. It is likely to be a 
long wait. In the meantime, one can educate 
oneself in the mostly forgotten, or misremem-
bered, history of that world-shaking collision 
by reading Francis Parkman.

 
Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Pub-
lic Policy Center and a contributing editor to the 
New Atlantis.
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Sample page from the Chumash Mesoras HaRav

The Biblical text is on the upper right, the ancient Aramaic gloss to its left; Rashi's commentary is under these. 
The English language portion is Joseph Soloveitchik's commentary.
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Book Review by David P. Goldman

The Insider’s Guide to the Hebrew Bible
Chumash Mesoras HaRav: The Pentateuch Annotated with the Writings of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (5 volumes), edited by Arnold Lustiger. 

Orthodox Union Press and Ohr Publishing, 1,952 pages, $175

Judaism and christianity are two 
religions separated by a common Scrip-
ture. Both observant Jews and believing 

Christians agree on the divine provenance of 
the Tanakh—the acronym for the Pentateuch, 
Prophets, and Writings. For Christians, the 
Hebrew Bible foreshadows the ministry, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth; 
for Jews, it recounts the Election of Abraham 
and his family, the redemption from Egypt, 
the foundation and loss of the Jewish king-
dom, and the constancy of God’s promise to 
his people. 

Observant Jews hear the entire Penta-
teuch read aloud in an annual cycle, in order 
to recreate the giving of the Torah at Sinai. It 
is a commonplace that Judaism places more 
attention on this world and Christianity on 
the next, but that requires qualification. The 
Jewish engagement with Scripture aims at 
an existential fusion of past and future into 
a present. This fusion brings the past to life 
and “plants eternal life among us,” according 
to the concluding blessing of each section of 
the weekly Torah reading. 

Chumash Mesoras HaRav: The Pentateuch 
Annotated with the Writings of Rabbi Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik is the first Orthodox Jewish pre-
sentation of the Pentateuch likely to interest 
a broad audience. Rabbi Joseph Ber Soloveit-
chik (1903–1993) is a unique figure in the re-
ligious world. He’s the only traditional Jewish 
thinker to have gained a substantial following 
among Christian readers, initially through 
the essay “The Lonely Man of Faith” (1965), 
his only work composed for a Christian au-
dience. Soloveitchik speaks vividly to today’s 
believers, who find themselves surrounded 
by a world “technically minded, self-centered, 
and self-loving, almost in a sickly narcissistic 
fashion…seeing in the here-and-now sensible 
world the only manifestation of being.”

Soloveitchik was the undisputed 20th-
century leader of the wing of observant Juda-
ism that embraces secular knowledge. What 
today we call Modern Orthodoxy would be 
unimaginable without him. In the observant 
world Soloveitchik is known simply as “the 
Rav”—the rabbinic authority. The scion of 
one of eastern Europe’s great rabbinic dynas-
ties, Soloveitchik taught the advanced Tal-

mud seminar at Yeshiva University for more 
than four decades and ordained more than 
2,000 rabbis. Hundreds of scholarly articles 
and books expound his teaching, and a dedi-
cated group of his students has translated and 
published more than a dozen volumes of his 
writings.

Rabbi soloveitchik completed a 
doctorate in philosophy of science at 
the Friedrich Wilhelm University (now 

Humboldt University of Berlin) in 1930 before 
immigrating to the United States. He could 
employ the language of Western philosophy 
as fluently as the idiom of traditional Jewish 
sources, often citing the existentialism of Søren 
Kierkegaard in his own religious teaching. He 
also had profound insights into the founda-
tional issues of mathematics and physics.

Both Christian and Jewish readers will find 
Soloveitchik’s Pentateuch commentary acces-
sible. This compilation of thousands of com-
ments on the Five Books of Moses was curated 
from published writings, transcribed lectures, 
and classroom notes. Arnold Lustiger, a yeshi-
va-trained scientist who edited several volumes 
of Soloveitchik’s transcribed lectures as a labor 
of love, released the Genesis volume in 2013; 
Deuteronomy appeared in July 2018. Some of 
the material repeats traditional interpretations, 
but many annotations contain challenging, 
even disturbing insights that compel the reader 
to engage the deep implications of the human 
confrontation with the divine.

Two leading themes recur throughout the 
commentary: God’s summoning of “majestic” 
man to partnership in creation, and God’s 
consoling of “covenantal” man in his humility 
and distress. These ideas are well grounded in 
Scripture and classic Jewish sources. Soloveit-
chik adds a new dimension—an original phe-
nomenology of religious consciousness.

Soloveitchik observes, for example, that 
the first commandment God gave the people 
of Israel as they prepared to leave Egypt “was 
to mark time” (Exodus 12:12):

The Lord spoke to Moses and to Aar-
on in the Land of Egypt, saying, “this 
month shall be to you the head of the 
months, to you I shall be the first of the 

months of the year.” Freedom arises 
from the creation of time: “The slave 
lacks time experience. To the slave, 
time is a curse; he waits for the day to 
pass. The slave’s time is the property of 
his master…. Life, to the slave personal-
ity, is motionless. To live in time means 
to be committed to a great past and to 
an unborn future. Time-awareness also 
contains a moral element: responsibil-
ity for emerging events and intervention 
in the historical process. Man, accord-
ing to Judaism, should try to mold and 
fashion the future. That is exactly why 
he has been created as a free agent. 

Time-awareness, the rav explains, 
has three components: “First, retro-
spection; without memory there is no 

time. Second, the exploration or close exami-
nation of things yet unborn and the antici-
patory experience of events not yet in being. 
Third: appreciation or evaluation of the pres-
ent moment as one’s most precious posses-
sion.” Christian readers will note the simi-
larity of Soloveitchik’s presentation of time 
to Augustine’s in Confessions, Books XI-XIV, 
but there is an important difference. Augus-
tine believes the past is gone, the present is 
insubstantial, and the future has not arrived. 

“What, then, is time? If no one ask of me, I 
know; if I wish to explain to him who asks, I 
know not.” Time, for Augustine, is a paradox. 
In contrast, for Soloveitchik, man is himself 
a creator of time by virtue of being God’s 
partner in creation. Memory is not simply 
the imprint of past events, but a willful act 
of reconstruction. The commanded act of 
making a calendar that commemorates the 
Passover in perpetuity begins this act of re-
construction. The future is not a point on an 
infinite horizon, but the self-created destiny 
of God’s people in its journey to redemption. 

This idea is implicit in the Biblical account 
of Creation. Soloveitchik comments:

The Midrash [commentary] states…He 
created worlds and destroyed them…. 
At first glance this Midrash seems al-
most absurd. When man builds some-
thing, he may be dissatisfied with his 
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initial design, destroy it and start over. 
Why would omniscient God need to en-
gage in such experimentation, building 
worlds and then destroying them? This 
Midrash speaks to the imperative…“and 
you shall walk in His ways” (Deuter-
onomy 28:10). Just as God builds and 
destroys, so must we.

About Genesis 2:2, “And God completed 
on the seventh day His work that he did,” So-
loveitchik writes: 

“And God completed” means that God 
finished His work, though the world re-
mained incomplete. When God created 
the earth from [formless matter], He 
did not replace the chaos entirely. Some 
of this primordial entropy was allowed 
to remain, so that man, through his 
own effort, could strive to eliminate it…. 
Man was given the great assignment of 
completing creation.

Some scholars see the rav as a 
modernizer who injected 20th-century 
perspectives into traditional interpre-

tations. I do not agree with this; the assertion 
that man is God’s partner in creation, and 
that this partnership begins with the creation 
of time, dates to the composition of the Tal-

mud in the first centuries of the Common 
Era. Man’s first act of sanctification of time is 
to observe the Sabbath (literally “cessation”), 
and the act of dividing the six profane days of 
the week from the seventh is understood to be 
a God-like act of creation: “A person who re-
cites [the Sabbath evening blessing] Vayekhelu 
[the text of Genesis 2:1-3] on eve of Shabbat is 
considered as if he were a partner with God in 
the work of creation.” 

The re-creation of time also manifests it-
self in the traditional layout of the Pentateuch 
for synagogue use, which this edition follows. 
The material is organized by weekly portion, 
to be declaimed aloud in a yearly cycle. To the 
left of the Hebrew text appears a 1st-century 
A.D. Aramaic gloss; below the Hebrew and 
Aramaic texts is the classic 12th-century com-
mentary of the Provence sage Rashi (Rabbi 
Shlomo Yitzchaki). Two and a half millennia 
separate the original biblical text, the Ara-
maic gloss, and Rashi’s interpretation. Their 
juxtaposition embodies the colloquy across 
nearly a hundred generations through which 
the present enlivens the past. 

Soloveitchik explains in a comment on 
Exodus 19:13: “The purpose of reading the 
Torah aloud in the synagogue is not solely to 
teach the congregation, but also to arrange an 
encounter with God, as experienced by our 
ancestors at Mount Sinai. Every act of read-

ing from the Torah is a new giving of the To-
rah, a revival of the wondrous stand at the foot 
of the flaming mountain. The reading of the 
Torah is a ‘staging’ of the giving of the Torah 
and a renewal of the awesome, sublime expe-
rience.” He quotes a maxim in the Talmud: 

“Just as at [Mount] Horeb there was dread and 
awe, trembling and fear, so too here [with re-
spect to the study of Torah] it must be done 
with dread and awe, trembling and fear.” Man 
strives to become God’s partner in creation, 
but does so in profound awareness of his mor-
tality and the fragility of his existence.

If jewish time-consciousness begins 
at the Exodus, what determined the tim-
ing of humanity’s rendezvous with the one 

Creator God? Man, not God, set the time: 
“God was ready to bring about the redemp-
tion,” Soloveitchik comments on Exodus 3:1, 

“[but] Moses however was not yet ready for his 
mission, so God waited. That God functions 
primarily through man is a basic Jewish con-
cept. Redemption is always achieved through 
an agent.” As the ancient rabbis argued, God 
chose Abraham because Abraham had al-
ready discovered God’s existence in contem-
plating nature.

Failure to rise to the demands of partner-
ship with God produces tragedy. The Exodus, 
begun by Moses, not God, when he killed the 
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Egyptian overseer who beat a Hebrew slave, 
was a triumph; but entry into the Promised 
Land was in some ways tragic. Moses, writes 
Soloveitchik, should have led the people into 
the Promised Land; had he done so, he would 
have been the Messiah, and the subsequent 
tragedy of Jewish history would have been 
averted. But the people of Israel weren’t ready 
for redemption. Their failure to join Moses 
in his plea to enter the land betrayed their 
inadequacy. They preferred Aaron, the peace-
maker who acquiesced in their desire to make 
a golden calf, to Moses, their admonisher. So-
loveitchik infers this from the Biblical report 
that Aaron was mourned for a longer time 
than Moses. God forbade Moses entry into 
the land as punishment for striking rather 
than speaking to a water-giving rock. He 
comments (on Deuteronomy 3:22):

When he was told that he would not en-
ter Eretz Yisrael, Moses pleaded for for-
giveness. Had the people joined him in 
prayer, the Holy One would have been 
forced to respond. But they did not join. 
Thus, we read that with tears in his 
eyes Moses tells them, “Va’eschanan,” I 
prayed alone. It was not vanischanan, we 
prayed…. But God became angry and 
did not listen to me, “lema’anchem,” be-
cause of you.” 

Soloveitchik’s interpretation is bold and 
original: because Israel failed to unite in op-
position to God’s decree against Moses, it 
failed to achieve its final redemption. Man is 
God’s partner in the completion of Creation, 
and entitled to contest the judgments of the 
senior partner in the covenant. This interpre-
tation is consistent with Scripture: Abraham 
argued with God about the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, and Moses changed 
God’s decision to destroy the Jewish people 
after the golden calf incident. But it assigns 
a striking degree of weight to the human ele-
ment in the divine-human partnership.

The exodus and the observance of 
Passover demarcate the beginning of 
Jewish historical time. The appointed 

hour arrives again in Jewish history, according 
to Soloveitchik, in the 2nd-century A.D. re-
bellion against Rome, as well as in the found-
ing of the State of Israel in 1948. Jewish time 
is qualitatively different from the static time 
of the pagan world:

The concept of a slow historical process 
that was popular among the peoples 
who lived under the influence of Greek 
philosophy, the endless morphological 

evolution from matter into form, from 
a lower to a higher eidetic stage, carries 
weight and significance so far as time 
is lived through quantitatively. Then 
the forces of history move with an ex-
tremely slow pace; years, decades, and 
centuries are nothing but drops in the 
sea of eternity…. The Jews have inher-
ited from Abraham the alternative to 
minyan hashanim [quantitative years]. 
The prophecy of the “generations” chal-
lenges man, not to live in time, but to 
mold it, to give to the indifferent chro-
nos new aspects and new interpreta-
tions. Time is computed according to 
man’s own creativity and self-determi-
nation. A qualitative time experience 
enables a nation to span a distance of 
hundreds and thousands of years in 
but a few moments.

Man as object is subject to fate, Soloveit-
chik writes; man as actor creates his own 
destiny:

In the life of a people (as in the life of an 
individual) destiny signifies an existence 
that it has chosen of its own free will and 
in which it funds the full realization of 
its historical existence. Instead of a pas-
sive, inexorable existence into which a 
nation is thrust, an Existence of Destiny 
manifests itself as an active experience 
full of purposeful movement, ascension, 
aspirations and fulfillment. The nation 
is enmeshed in its destiny because of 
its longing for an enhanced state of be-
ing, an existence replete with substance 
and direction. Destiny is the font out of 
which flow the unique self-elevation of 
the nation and the unending stream of 
Divine inspiration that will not run dry 
so long as the life of the people is demar-
cated by the laws of God.

It is instructive to contrast so-
loveitchik’s characterization of the trans-
formative moment with that of Kierkeg-

aard, whom Soloveitchik cites often and for 
the most part sympathetically. In his disqui-
sition on the decisive moment, Kierkegaard 
compares the Savior to the teacher in Plato’s 
dialogue Meno who awakens a memory of 
a truth that lay dormant in the mind of the 
pupil. This Savior appears “in the fullness of 
time,” but he does not appear as a result of 
any action on the part of his pupil. On the 
contrary, the pupil is incapable of initiating 
his own salvation, because he is paralyzed 
by the Meno paradox: one does not seek 
the truth if one already knows it, and can-
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not seek the truth if one does not know it, 
because one doesn’t know what to seek. The 
Savior intervenes by an ineffable act of grace, 
but there is no way to explain why the “full-
ness of time” comes about at one point in 
time rather than another. For Plato as well 
as Kierkegaard, the pupil is incapable of ac-
tivity until the teacher initiates the process 
of recall. Time thus remains a logical conun-
drum for Kierkegaard, and his discussion of 
the significance of the moment in the Philo-
sophical Fragments remains incomplete and 
somewhat confusing.

This creative capacity of man to achieve 
partnership with God makes him dangerous, 
Soloveitchik warns:

This concept of the obligatory nature of 
the creative gesture, of self-creation as 
an ethical norm, an exalted value, which 
Judaism introduced into the world, re-
verberates with particular strength in 
the world views of Kierkegaard, Ibsen, 
Scheler, and Heidegger…. These ideas, 
which were pure and holy at their in-
ception, were profaned and corrupted 
in modern culture. The will was trans-
formed by Schopenhauer into a “blind” 
will, while for Nietzsche it was embod-
ied in the “superman.” Similarly, the 
longing for creation was perverted into 
the desire for brutal and murderous 
domination. Such views have brought 
chaos and disaster to our world, which 
is drowning in its blood.

Our creative impulse must be anchored 
to God’s will. Jewish tradition depicts a ten-
sion between what Soloveitchik calls “majes-
tic man”—the nature-transforming creator—
and “covenantal man”—the humble member 
of the Lord’s congregation who approaches 
the divine in fear and awe. He quotes a fa-
mous homily attributed to Rabbi Menachem 
Mendel of Kotzk (1787–1859), which states 
that everyone should carry in their pocket two 
pieces of paper. One should state, “I am dust 
and ashes”; the other, “The world was made 

for me.” Wisdom, Mendel added, is knowing 
when to take which one out. 

Fear is fundamental to the jewish 
religious experience; Soloveitchik, fol-
lowing Moses Maimonides, insists fear 

and love of God are inseparably intertwined:

Maimonides refused to accept th[e] 
view that severs fear from love. For him, 
the higher kind of fear is both insepa-
rable from the love of God and dialecti-
cally related to it. “And what is the way 
to the love of Him and fear of Him? 
When a person contemplates his great 
and wondrous works and creatures and 
discerns from them his wisdom, which 
is without measure and without end, he 
will straightway love him…. And when 
he considers these very same matters he 
will straightaway recoil and he will be 
afraid and fearful and will know that he 
is an insignificant creature, lowly and 
turbid, standing with slight and slender 
knowledge before Him who is perfect in 
knowledge.”

Some of the most affecting parts of So-
loveitchik’s commentary address the fears and 
limitations of mortals in the face of the Divine. 
He illuminates some of the most ancient and 
forbidding portions of the biblical text, for 
example the sacrificial service, showing their 
purpose in the context of the human condi-
tion. A striking example is the ancient service 
of the Day of Atonement. Self-transforma-
tion through repentance (teshuvah—literally, 

“return”) is a central concern of the Hebrew 
Bible, both for Israel as a nation and for each 
individual Jew. The original divine service for 
the forgiveness of Israel’s sins (depicted in Le-
viticus 16) requires the high priest Aaron to 
cast lots over two goats, one to be driven into 
the wilderness (the scapegoat) and the other 
to be sacrificed at the tabernacle in the des-
ert. Soloveitchik explains the purpose of these 
obscure actions in terms of man’s existential 
predicament:

There is a profound idea behind the cast-
ing of lots in this ritual of atonement. The 
penitent argues that his moral directions 
were influenced by forces beyond his con-
trol, that his sinning was not entirely a 
free and voluntary choice. The Almighty 
can evaluate the extent of human culpa-
bility in situations that are not entirely of 
man’s making. Only God knows to what 
extent a man was a free agent in making 
his decisions. The casting of lots is thus 
a psychodramatic representation of the 
penitent’s state of mind. The compelling 
intrusion of the unknown and irrational 
is basic to man’s existential condition, 
and his weakness in the face of such in-
trusion qualifies him to reserve God’s 
compassionate forgiveness on Yom Kip-
pur. Only by entering such a plea can 
man be declared not guilty.

Man has free will, but never knows to what 
extent his will is free. The penitent cannot 
know the full extent of his guilt. He cannot 
escape “the unknown and irrational” because 
his powers are limited. He is declared not 
guilty when he accepts that ultimate knowl-
edge and power reside in God. God not only 
summons man to partnership, he consoles 
him in his lowliness. 

Soloveitchik’s commentary will change 
the way that many Jews read the Bible, and 
many Christians as well. His frequently in-
spiring reading sheds light on ancient texts in 
a unique and powerful way. The appearance 
of this Pentateuch is a milestone in the litera-
ture of religion, and a window into both the 
ancient world and Jewish observance that will 
be of value to a broad audience.

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). He has pub-
lished a series of articles on the philosophy of Jo-
seph Soloveitchik in the Jewish scholarly journal 
Hakirah.
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Book Review by James V. Schall, S.J.

Ye Shall Be as Gods
The Idol of Our Age: How the Religion of Humanity Subverts Christianity, by Daniel J. Mahoney.

Encounter Books, 163 pages, $23.99

Monsignor robert sokolowski, at 
the Catholic University of America, 
has long maintained that the “reli-

gion of humanity,” as described by John Stu-
art Mill in his Three Essays on Religion (1850-
70), has replaced Christianity in the West as 
the key explanation of reality. In The Idol of 
Our Age, Daniel Mahoney brings this theme 
up to date.

To illustrate his point, Mahoney, who 
teaches politics at Assumption College, 
draws on an impressive roster of thinkers, 
including Orestes Brownson, Aurel Kolnai, 
Jürgen Habermas, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 
Pierre Manent, Alain Besançon, Raymond 
Aron, and Eric Voegelin. The particular 
version of the religion of humanity that he 
examines comes from Auguste Comte, the 
early 19th-century philosopher and sociolo-
gist who tried to develop a new moral force 
for secular societies that could provide the 
cohesive bond Christianity once had. For 
Mahoney, “Comte takes the place of Christ, 
just as ‘the love of Humanity,’ the jealous 
Grand-Être, takes the place of ‘love of God.’ 
In this sense, Comte has divinized his own 
existence, making himself the herald of a 
new Humanity worshipping itself.” Man’s 

“self-deification” by man is the antithesis of 
man’s divinization through the power and 
gift of God. 

At least since J.B. Bury’s The Idea of Prog-
ress (1920), modern political thought has been 
an attempt to reach transcendent Christian 
goals by human means. The traditional four 
last things—heaven, hell, death, and purgato-
ry—are relocated to this world. No divine ini-
tiative is needed, or even possible. God is seen 
as alienating man from himself. Pope Bene-
dict XVI ably spelled out this politicizing of 
man’s final destiny in his encyclical Spe Salvi 
and in his earlier book Eschatology: Death and 
Eternal Life (1977). 

What are the dimensions of this religion of 
humanity? First, it is based on the view that 
the nation-state is either obsolete or hinders 
man from achieving himself. Second, evil is not 
abiding but is subject to human or technologi-
cal elimination. Third, man’s goal is to keep his 
species, if not every individual, alive and flour-
ishing in this world for as long as possible. 

To show how christianity has, in 
turn, been influenced by humanism, 
Mahoney focuses on the intellectual in-

coherence of the Catholic Church during the 
reign of Pope Francis. “We have a pope,” he 
writes, “who is half-humanitarian and thor-
oughly blind to the multiple ways in which 
humanitarian secularized religion subverts 
authentic Christianity.” Particularly in the 
areas of ecology, economics, and social order, 
Francis invariably sides with modern political 
leftists. When it comes to abortion—in many 
ways the real touchstone of modernity—the 
pope has remained orthodox, though he has 
downplayed its relative importance, making 
it seem equal to other social issues. But once 
Catholicism sounds pretty much like other 
modern ideologies, what good is it, frankly?

Mahoney notes that Francis favors global 
ideas and institutions—the United Nations 
is his preferred arena of action—while dis-
regarding constitutional means to limit state 
power. “Instead of self-satisfied humanitarian 
affirmations,” Mahoney writes, “[w]e must 
make more of an effort to see virtue in all its 
amplitude, in the person of the hero and the 
statesman as well as the saint. In the modern 
world, heroes and saints stand or fall together.” 
A political realist, Mahoney applauds Christi-
anity for not rejecting the validity of nation-
states even when they persecuted Christians.

He warns that “the idea [that] political 
authority has no natural or divine authority 
other than human agreement, can place no 
limits on the arbitrary will of the few or the 
many.” Arbitrary will is tyrannical. It stands 
behind not only the legal thinking of Islam, 
but modern positivist and historicist thought 
throughout the West.

Today, war or violence is often presented as 
an unmitigated evil that should be eliminated. 
Mahoney sees the dire consequences of such 
a view. “[Russian philosopher Vladimir] So-
loviev was not a pacifist. He believed that war 
was a necessary instrument for the exercise 
of charity and the protection of the common 
good.” Similarly, “Solzhenitsyn [was] so hard 
on the pacifistic distortion of Christianity” 
because he knew “evil is real, rooted in fallen 
human nature, and must be resisted if the 
things of the soul are to be preserved.” 

If war is “an instrument, not of inhumanity, 
but of the common good,” Mahoney concludes, 
evil cannot be eliminated by technical, politi-
cal, religious, or economic means. “Christian-
ity has nothing to do with unlimited faith in 
progress, or a false and naïve confidence in 
moral optimism.”

To try to understand modern political 
thought as if it had no antecedents in Chris-
tian theology is to render it unintelligible. 
Readers of René Descartes’s “Cogito, ergo sum” 
(I think, therefore I am) are often surprised 
when they come across Augustine’s “Fal-
lor, ergo sum” (I err, therefore I am). If man’s 
very being depends on his will alone, however, 
there’s no reason why we ought to remain 
what we are. This belief that man can make a 
better man than the one God created is what 
prevents us from appreciating what we are. 

What is perhaps most striking 
about The Idol of Our Age is that 
when it comes to explaining and 

defending what it is to be Christian today, 
Mahoney instinctively turns not to the cur-
rent pontiff but to Benedict XVI and John 
Paul II. Pope Francis has spent a good deal 
of time disassociating himself from his two 
most recent predecessors, not to mention the 
Church’s long intellectual tradition. By doing 
so, he has uncritically accepted, in Mahoney’s 
view, many of humanism’s aberrant tenets.

“Christianity itself does not eschew philo-
sophical inquiry or in any way endorse irra-
tionality,” Mahoney summarizes. “Like his 
predecessor Pope John Paul II, Benedict be-
lieves that there is something ‘providential’ in 
the encounter between Greek philosophy and 
biblical religion…. Christianity is nothing if 
it is merely a ‘humanitarian moral message,’ 
an invitation to this-worldly amelioration or 
revolutionary transformation.” Under Francis, 
in Daniel Mahoney’s view, Christianity has 
failed to distinguish itself fully from “the idol 
of our age.”

James V. Schall, S.J., taught political science at 
Georgetown University, and is the author of 
over 30 books, including, most recently, of The 
Universe We Think In (Catholic University of 
America Press).
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Essay by Robert Royal

Is the Pope Catholic?

Even when, as at present, the cath-
olic Church exercises very little direct 
political or social power, its continued 

witness to the world after two millennia re-
tains a compelling grandeur. Empires rise and 
fall, revolutions come and go, but the Church—
miraculously—endures, despite great internal 
troubles, a great pre-modern bulwark in the 
modern day against shallow rationalism and 
moral relativism. And so when the Catholic 
Church seems to have become unsure, or di-
vided, about its own meaning—as it has been 
since Jorge Mario Bergoglio became Pope 
Francis in March 2013—the world notices.

In one of the early, defining moments of his 
papacy, Francis told the 3 million young people 
assembled in Rio de Janeiro for World Youth 
Day 2013, “hagan lío,” a phrase from his native 
Argentina that means “raise a ruckus” or, more 
literally, “make a mess.” He presumably wanted 
them to bring fresh energy into the daily life 
of the Church and the world. The prudence 
of asking young people to do what they are al-
ready inclined to do anyway—knowing little, 
as they do, of the Church or the world—is de-

batable. But there’s no question that in his vari-
ous efforts to stir things up, Pope Francis has 
in many ways, figuratively and literally, made a 
mess of the stewardship entrusted to him. Sev-
eral recent books help us to understand that 
mess and its broadening repercussions.

Enigmatic Figure

The british journalist austen iver-
eigh published the earliest and, despite 
the flood of books since, still the most 

important biography in English of the new 
pope, The Great Reformer: Francis and the Mak-
ing of a Radical Pope (2014). Francis is the first 
pope from Latin America, and Ivereigh has 
an advantage over other commenters because 
he wrote his doctoral thesis at Oxford on Ar-
gentine history, a notoriously treacherous sub-
ject, which was later published as Catholicism 
and Politics in Argentina, 1810–1960 (1995). 
He also worked for the late Cardinal Cormac 
Murphy O’Connor, archbishop of Westmin-
ster and one of several bishops who, as Ivereigh 
himself admits in the book, collaborated to el-

evate Bergoglio to the papacy, unsuccessfully 
in 2005 when John Paul II died and then in 
2013 when Benedict XVI stepped down. Iver-
eigh did serious research on Bergoglio for his 
book and conducted numerous interviews with 
people who knew the future pope in his ear-
lier life. All this enabled the author to situate 
a basically unknown figure at the time of his 
election within the various social, political, and 
religious currents of his native environment.

The great disadvantage of Ivereigh’s work, 
however, is already clear from the title. It 
would be wrong to say that the book is pure 
hagiography; it admits Bergoglio made mis-
takes. But even the most admiring biogra-
pher cannot make much of a case that the 
future pope was highly successful—as a re-
former or anything else—in Argentina. Fran-
cis is the first Jesuit pope. When he became 
the provincial superior of the Jesuits in Ar-
gentina during the 1970s, he was so divisive 
a leader that his tenure ended after only six 
years. He then held various positions and 
pursued studies intermittently, in and out of 
Argentina, but remained so controversial that 
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in 1992 he was asked not to reside in Jesuit 
houses any longer. 

Through friendship with Cardinal Antonio 
Quarracino of Buenos Aires, he was recalled 
from a kind of internal exile, made an auxiliary 
bishop in the capital, and later succeeded his 
patron as archbishop. There certainly wasn’t 
much evidence of his carrying out reform, great 
or otherwise. Vocations were few and Church 
initiatives modest, though he did start send-
ing more priests into poor areas to minister to 
the marginalized. When the Vatican was con-
sidering making Bergoglio a cardinal in 2001, 
then Jesuit Superior General Peter Hans Kol-
venbach wrote a letter to John Paul II advising 
against it because of the controversies Bergo-
glio had provoked over many years and, it is 
said, because of psychological instability. (The 
letter, it is also said, has disappeared from the 
archives.) The basic facts here are not in dispute. 
Francis has admitted that he saw a psychiatrist 
during a troubled period in his life, and he did 
not really repair his relationship with his reli-
gious order—which remained broken for 37 
years—until he became pope.

What Bergoglio became famous for—and 
Ivereigh does a good job in highlighting, while 
remaining silent about the lack of achieve-
ments—was his presentation of himself as a 
man who lived simply and, quite conspicu-
ously, did not embrace the usual perquisites 
of a prince of the Catholic Church. People all 
over the world have learned of how he took the 
subway and not a limousine (often not even a 
car) to meetings, lived in a modest corner of the 
episcopal palace in Buenos Aires, and gave per-
sonal attention to ordinary people he encoun-
tered. He is the first successor of Saint Peter 
to take the name “Francis”—after il poverello, 
the little poor man, as Francis of Assisi is affec-
tionately known in Italy. Although amplified 
to mythic proportions by an enthralled media, 
the new pope’s emphasis on simplicity and hu-
mility is genuine, as is his warm affection when 
interacting with the homeless, disfigured, or 
otherwise marginalized, and both traits go a 
long way toward explaining the enthusiasm 
that greeted the first days of his pontificate. 

Whatever his track record in Argentina, 
Francis was elected to be a reformer, yet in 
the six years since he became pope, the rot 
in the Church has only become worse. Vati-
can finances, despite promises and early steps 
to make them more transparent, are still a 
murky—sometimes criminal—mess. The 
Roman curia (the Vatican offices charged with 
running a church of 1.2 billion people all over 
the globe) tell any visitor willing to listen these 
days that they are confused about their mis-
sion. The pope has shown himself quite willing 
to blur several Catholic teachings in order to 

him to form factions for or against him. He 
came of age while Juan Perón dominated Ar-
gentine politics, and later, after the military 
coup in 1976, had to try to protect his people 
while the generals who had taken control of 
the government conducted their guerra sucia 
or “dirty war,” sending death squads to si-
lence political dissidents. Bergoglio learned to 
speak ambivalently in public. Like Perón, he 
boldly tells different groups what they want 
to hear, even if he often contradicts himself.

This characteristic lack of precision and 
consistency can be found, for example, in Fran-
cis’s recent rewording of The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, which now makes it appear 
as though sacred Scripture and the entire his-
tory of Christianity can be waived aside when 
it comes to the permissibility of capital punish-
ment. For many people inside and outside the 
Catholic Church this has raised the question: 
are other moral teachings also now up for grabs, 
or just the ones liberals don’t like?

Perhaps nowhere is his studied ambigu-
ity more evident than in the notorious 2016 
apostolic exhortation, Amoris Laetitia (“The 
Joy of Love”), which among its 261 pages (it 
is the longest single document ever produced 
by a pope) buries in a footnote deliberately 
vague language in order to give the impres-
sion that adultery no longer bars one from 
receiving Holy Communion. Bishops, priests, 
and laypeople throughout the Church issued 
open letters, begging the pope to bring much 
needed clarity to the matter, without success. 
In politics a certain amount of studied ambi-
guity can be a useful tool. But in religion—es-
pecially when it comes to some of the most 
burning current issues—ambiguity can look 
like confusion, or even surrender. 

High-Handed Manipulator?

The most critical assessment of 
Pope Francis, and in some ways the 
most insightful (though perhaps not 

entirely accurate) is The Dictator Pope: The 
Inside Story of the Francis Papacy by Marcan-
tonio Colonna. The author’s name is a grand 
Renaissance pseudonym; the original Mar-
cantonio Colonna served as one of the victori-
ous admirals at the 1571 naval battle of Lep-
anto against the Ottoman Turks, a turning 
point in repelling the Muslim threat to Chris-
tian Europe. Before the book was revised for 
print, after first appearing in an online version, 
the author was revealed to be Henry Sire, an 
Oxford-trained historian who had been living 
for years in Rome.

Sire makes a damning case that—notwith-
standing Francis’s public image as a humble 
and holy man—the pope is a kind of peronista, 

Books discussed in this essay:

The Great Reformer: Francis and the 
Making of a Radical Pope,

by Austen Ivereigh.
Henry Holt and Co., 464 pages,

$30 (cloth), $16 (paper)

The Dictator Pope: The Inside Story
of the Francis Papacy,

by Marcantonio Colonna.
Regnery Publishing, 256 pages, $26.99

The Political Pope: How Pope Francis 
Is Delighting the Liberal Left and 

Abandoning Conservatives, by George 
Neumayr. Center Street, 288 pages, $27

The Francis Effect: A Radical
Pope’s Challenge to the

American Catholic Church,
by John Gehring. Rowman & Littlefield, 

286 pages, $34 (cloth), $26 (paper)

Lost Shepherd: How Pope Francis Is
Misleading His Flock, by Philip F. Lawler.

Gateway Editions, 256 pages, $26.99

To Change the Church: Pope Francis and 
the Future of Catholicism,

by Ross Douthat.
Simon & Schuster, 256 pages, $26

meet halfway some of the worst developments 
in modern culture—a popular move with 
liberals and non-Catholics, but a betrayal for 
serious Catholics. And in several countries as 
well as the Vatican itself, the Church has been 
engulfed (again) by a lurid scandal of largely 
homosexual predation and cover-up, which—
judging from the unhurried bureaucratic 
responses ranging from clumsy P.R. spin to 
stony silence—shows little sign of being seri-
ously dealt with in Rome. This latest disgrace 
has damaged Catholicism’s moral credibility, 

touched high cardinals and Church officials 
(former U.S. Cardinal Theodore McCarrick 
most notably), including some of the pope’s 
closest confidantes, and even shaken public 
confidence in Francis himself—so much so 
that Carlo Maria Viganò, a former Vatican 
nuncio (ambassador) to the United States, has 
called on him to resign. 

At the center is the rather enigmatic figure 
of Jorge Bergoglio, who seems to inspire in-
tense dislike and equally intense admiration 
at each point in his life, forcing those around 
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high-handed in his methods and cunning in 
employing the kind of populist manipulation 
he learned by watching Juan Perón. Francis 
himself has admitted that as a young Jesuit 
superior he was overly authoritarian, and the 
three synods he has called in the past four 
years, which are meant to be episcopal as-
semblies for assisting and advising the pope, 
certainly had the appearance of having been 
stage-managed to predetermined outcomes.

Francis also indulges a fiery Latin temper 
in private—and, often enough, in public. His 
many colorful insults (“fomentor of copro-
phagia,” “museum mummy,” “creed-reciting, 
parrot Christian,” “sourpuss,” etc.)—so many, 
in fact, that a “Pope Francis Little Book of In-
sults” has been compiled online—are amusing 
in a way, if you aren’t Catholic or don’t think 
they ill befit the vicar of Christ. But they also 
contradict the much celebrated softer, gentler 
side of the pope: he frequently preaches that 
to insult a person violates his or her dignity. 
The authoritarian characteristics get little 
notice, however, by media who think they’ve 
found an ally.

A good portion of Sire’s animus stems 
from Francis’s rough handling of the Knights 
of Malta in 2016, an episode he sees as em-
blematic of much of the Vatican’s activities 
under this pope. It had been discovered that 
a high official of the Order, Baron Albrecht 
von Boeselager, had allowed contraceptives to 
be distributed by one of its charitable agen-
cies, a violation of Catholic moral teaching. 
He was swiftly removed from his position. 
In the power struggle that ensued, Francis 
ignored the Order’s sovereign independence 
and roughly took personal control, reinstat-
ing von Boeselager and improperly requiring 
the Grand Master of the Order to step down. 
The pope even injected his personal represen-
tative into the mix, sidelining Cardinal Ray-
mond Burke, the Order’s officially designated 

“patron” (who already under Francis had been 
removed as the head of the Vatican’s highest 
court and shifted to this largely ceremonial 
position). After The Dictator Pope was pub-
lished, Sire himself was first suspended and 
eventually expelled from the Order.

The episode with the Order of Malta is 
consistent with several trends within the 
Francis papacy, from his appointment of du-
bious prelates around the world to his inner 
circle (three of whom resigned under a cloud 
of scandal at the end of 2018), to his restruc-
turing of the former John Paul II Institute 
for Studies on Marriage and Family, appoint-
ing officials at best indifferent, if not openly 
hostile, to what the Church teaches on con-
jugal love. At the same time, Francis has been 
seeking to decentralize decision-making from 

Rome to the various regional episcopal con-
ferences within the Church (not to mention 
the accord he signed with Communist China 
that gives the government a role in the ap-
pointment of bishops). 

Leftist Politics

Sire’s observations largely agree 
with George Neumayr’s relentlessly 
ideological reading in The Political Pope: 

How Pope Francis is Delighting the Liberal Left 
and Abandoning Conservatives (2017). A con-
tributing editor (and former executive editor) 
of the American Spectator, Neumayr views 
Pope Francis mainly as a Marxist, which is 
not entirely mistaken but too systematic for 
such a freewheeling figure. We know that 
in Argentina Bergoglio opposed Jesuits who 
had embraced Marxist forms of liberation 
theology, alienating that wing of the Order. 
He believed God’s people wanted justice 
and relief from poverty and oppression, not 
class struggle. At the same time, he absorbed 
some of the Marxist tropes common for de-
cades in Latin America—and often a proxy 
for anti-Americanism.

It’s important to realize the unique history 
of Argentina, even within Latin America, as a 
powerful influence on the pope. The Peruvian 
novelist and Nobel laureate Mario Vargas 
Llosa is said to have written:

There are countries that are rich
 and countries that are poor.
And there are poor countries that are  
 growing rich.
And then there is Argentina.

There is almost no parallel to such a coun-
try, which once had one of the world’s largest 
economies, becoming—by mismanagement 
and corruption—an ongoing story of decline. 
At present, Argentina is going through another 
round of runaway inflation, after several years 
when its GDP actually shrank. It’s no surprise 
that other Latin Americans often speak of Ar-
gentineans as both arrogant and resentful. 

From the very beginning, Francis spoke 
about globalized capitalism as an “economy 
that kills”—not noticing that it has lifted 
hundreds of millions out of poverty. With 
his first full encyclical, Laudato Si’ (subtitled 

“On care for our common home”), he made 
extreme, unrealistic environmentalism a 
kind of touchstone of his papacy. And he has 
pushed immigration—essentially open bor-
ders—in ways that, combined with his insis-
tance that Islam is a religion of peace, have 
cost him respect in Europe. And not only 
in Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic, 

The inside story as told by Pence’s closest 
con dants—and his harshest critics.

“A good overview of the path the 
politically ambitious Pence took to get 

to his current position.” —USA Today

Drawing on insider interviews, journalists 
Maruf and Joseph recount the rise, 

fall, and resurgence of this overlooked 
terrorist organization that exerts Taliban-
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and Brexit Britain, but even in Italy, where 
50% youth unemployment has made uto-
pian schemes for resettling large numbers 
of mostly poor Middle Eastern and African 
immigrants deeply unpopular. Francis’s po-
sitions are unfailingly couched in terms of 

“mercy”—a slippery word often invoked in 
this pontificate that has taken on ideological 
as well as traditional meanings.

Perhaps the most egregious example of 
this kind of politics was the 2016 confer-
ence celebrating the 25th anniversary of 
John Paul II’s encyclical Centesimus Annus. 
Modern Catholic social teaching dates from 
1891, when Leo XIII wrote Rerum Novarum, 
the first attempt by a pope to respond to the 
Industrial Revolution and modern societies’ 
changed economic conditions. Leo rejected 
socialism as incompatible with human na-
ture and good social order, but accepted 
modern capitalism and industry insofar as 
they acted responsibly and in harmony with 
moral principles. Instead of the revolution-
ary class struggle, he called for cooperation 
between business owners and workers, even 
allowing a proper role for labor unions—
long thought in Europe to be socialist tools—
partly inspired by American models.

Centesimus Annus (“The Hundredth Year”) 
celebrated the anniversary of Leo’s great en-
cyclical, but also the annus mirabilis, the 
miracle year 1991, when Communism in the 
Soviet Union and its satellites finally fell. You 
might have expected that the Vatican would 
invite figures central to that struggle like Lech 
Walesa to its conference—Catholics who had 
fought for the rights of workers and all citi-
zens under Communist oppression. Instead, 
the main speakers included Bolivia’s Evo Mo-
rales and Ecuador’s Rafael Correa, both es-
sentially Latin-flavored Communists; Jeffrey 
D. Sachs, director of the Earth Institute at 
Columbia and a United Nations stalwart; and, 
in an American election year, socialist presi-
dential candidate Bernie Sanders. 

The Vatican under Francis has a very poor 
working knowledge of the United States, and 
a largely jaundiced view of it. In the first edi-
tion of The Dictator Pope, Sire claimed, with-
out corroboration, that the Vatican—to com-
pensate for the welcome given Sanders—had 
given Hillary Clinton’s campaign $100,000 
taken from Peter’s Pence, the annual collec-
tion from the faithful in support of the Holy 
See’s charitable work. Many people, myself 
included, expressed doubts at the time that 
the Vatican would do anything so reckless 
and nakedly partisan. In the new hardback 
edition, Sire contents himself with saying that 
the claim has been “repeatedly rumored from 
reliable sources” and argues that one reason 

the Vatican summarily fired Libero Milone, a 
layman who was auditor general of finances, 
was that he was getting too close to this and 
other potential scandals.

Partisan Spirit

A great enthusiasm drives john 
Gehring’s The Francis Effect: A Radical 
Pope’s Challenge to the American Catho-

lic Church (2015), which focuses on what he 
regards as a strong spirit of renewal that the 
pontiff has injected into the Church and so-
ciety in general. He quotes a Boston pastor: 

“I’m telling you, brother, if you focus on the 
numbers, you’re missing the story…. There’s 
an energy, a feeling, a spirit here. It’s like a 
healing balm.” The emphasis here has to be 
on the spirit of renewal because the expected 
bump in the number of people participating 
in Church, the sacraments, and religious ac-
tivities of all kinds has not happened: in fact, 
the numbers continue to worsen. Part of the 

“Francis effect” is to have exacerbated exist-
ing divisions and tensions within the Church, 
sometimes producing strong opposition to 
the Holy Father among Catholics themselves. 
Attendance at the pope’s Wednesday audi-
ences in Saint Peter’s Square and visitors to 
the Vatican more generally are at record lows 
compared to his two predecessors’.

Perhaps it’s worth noting that Gehring 
works at Faith in Public Life, one of the many 
liberal Catholic organizations that have bene-
fitted from the largesse of George Soros’s Open 
Society Foundations. As the world learned 
thanks to Wikileaks and Hillary Clinton’s 
hacked emails, Soros, through well-known 
Democratic operatives like John Podesta, sup-
ported a whole network created precisely to 
infiltrate the Church in America, in other 
countries, and in Rome itself. Faith in Public 
Life is a spinoff of Podesta’s Center for Ameri-
can Progress. 

There’s no law, of course, against people fi-
nancially supporting causes in which they be-
lieve. Using non-Catholic funds in an attempt 
to undermine the Church’s teaching, however, 
is a twist that deserves serious scrutiny. Still, 
it’s unlikely that even Francis shares all the 
leftist goals of Faith in Public Life. For in-
stance, he called the movement to normalize 
the recent “transgender” craze a form of “ideo-
logical colonization.” 

Gehring writes with conviction and verve, 
and anyone looking for a blueprint on how a 
pope might be used to construct a radically 
political Catholicism could do worse than 
to start with him. He deplores the way the 
Church allegedly became part of the “culture 
war” in America under John Paul II and Bene-
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dict XVI—the “Republican Party at Prayer,” 
he acidly calls it, repurposing the old quip 
about Episcopalians. He prefers the progres-
sive strain within the Church that has taken 
liberal stances on welfare, poverty, immigra-
tion, war and peace, and much else. The his-
tory here is relatively well told, but it reads 
Catholicism almost exclusively through parti-
san political lenses, describing the pope’s ap-
pointment of bishops, for example, as “Francis 
Builds His American Base.” In a funny way 
the arch-progressive Gehring and the arch-
conservative Neumayr agree on at least one 
thing: the Church under Francis has become 
much more focused on progressive political 
coalitions and community organizing. 

Theology on the Fly

Philip lawler’s lost shepherd: how 
Pope Francis Is Misleading His Flock 
is the best brief study for anyone 

who wants to understand the specifically 
religious—that is, the theological and ethi-
cal—aberrations of this papacy. A longtime 
distinguished Catholic journalist, Lawler 
was an early enthusiast for the new pope, 
but had a conversion experience when he no-
ticed one day that the pope was inverting the 
meaning of the day’s Gospel, not just being 
unclear (as he often is when speaking off the 
cuff), but actually contradicting what Jesus 
was saying and what had been the Catholic 
Church’s teaching for two millennia: that no 
man may put asunder what God has joined 
together in marriage, and that to do so and 
remarry is adultery. And this was not just 
a passing blip. The pope has pushed about 
as strongly as he can, without provoking an 
open schism, the idea that divorce and re-
marriage are not obstacles for a Catholic to 
receive Communion. This may seem a trivial 
question to non-Catholics or something that 
should have been superseded long ago, but 
Catholics take seriously Jesus’ prohibition 
of divorce recorded in the Scriptures. It so 
shocked his listeners, even his own disciples 
responded: “If such is the case of a man with 
his wife, it is better not to marry.”

Lawler makes clear that this is not the only 
way in which the pope has been confusing peo-
ple. Contrary to what many people, even many 
Catholics, now believe, the Church does not 
teach that a pope is simply infallible in his every 
action or utterance. He’s an infallible author-
ity on faith and morals when he teaches what 
he and the rest of the Church have received 
from Christ and the Apostles. He cannot 
merely make things up as he wishes. What’s 
more, Pope Francis was elected specifically as 
a reformer—of the curia, the abuse crisis, Vati-

can finances—not a modernizer or innovator. 
Nonetheless, he sent out early warning signs 
that he wasn’t much interested in fighting “the 
culture war,” for example, when he denounced 

“rigid” Catholics for “insisting” and “obsessing” 
on questions like abortion and homosexuality. 
As Lawler notes, “it hardly seemed necessary to 
complain about an ‘obsession’ with issues that 
are rarely even mentioned in a typical parish.” 
To many people, Catholic and non-Catholic 
alike, who have sacrificed time and treasure 
over decades to defend family, marriage, and 
unborn human life, the remark was taken as a 
gratuitous insult.

It did not help when, on a flight back from 
Brazil, Francis pronounced one of the most 
repeated lines of his papacy. Queried by a 
reporter about homosexuals, specifically the 
rumored escapades of one of his closest col-
laborators, the pope responded, “If they ac-
cept the Lord and have good will, who am I to 
judge them?” He did not say that homosexual 
behavior was okay, as many do when they use 
the phrase. In fact, he’s often said quite the 

Vatican press office has frequently had to issue 
retractions, qualifications, or even denials.

Change Agent

So what does all this mean for the 
Catholic Church and the world in the 
21st century? Ross Douthat initially be-

lieved the pope was only presenting a more wel-
coming face of Catholicism, while quietly re-
maining traditional. In To Change the Church: 
Pope Francis and the Future of Catholicism, the 
New York Times columnist argues that this pa-
pacy raises questions not only about the direc-
tion of the Church, but about our civilization:

People in France and Britain and the 
United States fear Western Christi-
anity’s eclipse, they fear the collapse 
of community outside the posh mega-
cities and the disappearance of the 
natural family everywhere, they fear 
what global capitalism, elite secularism, 
and Islamic self-assertion will mean for 
what remains of Christian civilization 
in Europe. These fears are not irrational, 
and recent trends have sharpened them, 
which is part of why Western politics 
has moved in a more populist and na-
tionalist direction. But under Francis 
Rome has moved the other way, so that 
instead of a fully Catholic alternative 
to right-wing nationalism the Vatican 
seems to be offering conservative Cath-
olics only judgment on their shortcom-
ings, their chauvinism, their anxieties 
and lack of charity toward all.

Douthat puts his argument in the context of 
a much more balanced, less partisan reading 
of recent Catholic history than Gehring’s, fo-
cusing especially on the divisive watershed of 
the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) and its 
aftermath. Francis, it is worth noting, is the 
first pope to have been ordained a priest after 
the council.

In Douthat’s reading, the Council gave 
rise to three main currents in the Catholic 
Church (with parallels in Western culture 
more generally). The first, rooted in the actual 
conciliar documents, was moderately con-
servative, opening up to modern democracy 
(there had already been a substantial history 
of Christian Democrat parties in Europe) 
with a greater emphasis on human liberty, but 
in continuity with the Church’s pre-modern 
and natural law principles concerning human 
nature and society. 

That moderation was mostly swamped 
by the radical cultural currents of the 1960s, 
even within the Church. Priests and nuns 

opposite. But the world heard what it wanted 
to hear—a perhaps deliberate ambiguity that 
made him “Person of the Year” on the cover of 
the Advocate magazine.

There are probably only two people in the 
world who ought to watch every word they say: 
the American president, who can inadvertently 
start a war, and the Roman pontiff, who may 
weaken the whole moral structure of soci-
ety. Soon after his election, Francis remarked, 

“The most serious of the evils that afflict the 
world these days are youth unemployment 
and the loneliness of the old.” Sure, these are 
problems, especially in the developed world, 
but even there can they be the “most serious 
of the evils”? Here Lawler puts his finger on a 
continuing problem with this pope: his inabil-
ity to speak, and even think, clearly. Even on 
relatively non-controversial subjects like these, 
he sends out strange messages. On other oc-
casions, he seemed to deny the reality of Hell 
or mused about changing the wording of the 
Lord’s Prayer. And no one has been able to 
persuade him not to speak so recklessly. The 

Pope Francis seems
more a product of the

crisis of confidence
that pervades the West

than someone who
can alleviate it.
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abandoned their religious vocations in droves 
(membership in Francis’s own Jesuits is now 
only about a third of what it was in 1960.) 
Ancient liturgies, Church architecture and or-
nament, and devotional practices were swept 
away by an alleged “spirit” of Vatican II. The 
radical current in Catholicism subsided some-
what, as did the radical shifts in all of West-
ern culture, and settled into what Douthat 
sees as a moderately liberal faction. 

There was a partial recovery of a more con-
fident, faithful Catholicism under the long 
pontificate of John Paul II—by any measure 
one of the great moral figures of the last quar-
ter of the 20th century. He not only reined in 
the centrifugal forces in the Church, but in a 
large corpus of encyclicals and books over a 
papacy that lasted 28 years, he set a different 
tone—both morally and intellectually—for 
the Church as a whole. He was followed by 
the mild, scholarly Benedict XVI (Joseph 
Ratzinger), a former member of the Académie 
française and at 91 still perhaps the greatest 
living Catholic mind. 

Until quite recently, a fair observer would 
have said that the Catholic Church is a basi-
cally conservative institution with a substan-
tial liberal segment among active Catholics, 
all living within what Douthat sees as a kind 
of cultural truce. But the instability of that 
arrangement quickly appeared after Pope 
Benedict resigned in 2013, claiming that he 
was too old to deal with the massive reforms 
needed in Rome. This almost unprecedented 
move—the last pope to resign was Celestine 
V in 1300—sent shockwaves through the 
Church. The cardinals who met to elect the 
next pope were seeking a bold reformer to 
clean up the sexual and financial scandals in 
which the Church found itself mired. What 
they got instead, observes Douthat, is some-
one who wishes not to renew but to change the 
Church—vaguely but radically—in several 
respects. 

 The “change” that Francis is pursuing 
necessarily involves dismantling the work 
of his two great predecessors, especially 
their efforts to restore an emphasis on truth 
and natural-law thinking. Douthat believes 
that conservatives were too optimistic to 
think that the 35 years of the John Paul and 
Benedict papacies had permanently tamed 
the cultural radicals. The Church has long 
been the most significant alternative to mo-
dernity’s emphasis on personal feelings and 
situational ethics. Under Francis, it has not 
exactly abandoned the old truths, but they’ve 
been hedged in with a studied uncertainty 
that threatens to make them virtually inef-
fective. As clear affirmations of truth and 
justice recede, “dialogue” and “openness” be-
come ends in themselves. 

The central battle in the past two years 
has been over—what else—sex. Catholicism 
presents a very clear, cogent view on all forms 
of sexual activity. True love expresses itself as 
a total, faithful, fruitful, lifelong union, mod-
eled on Christ’s love for his Bride, the Church. 
That means no sex outside of marriage, and 
marriage between a man and woman, for life. 
Jesus’ own words on marriage as an indis-
soluble covenant between one man and one 
woman were the undisputed standard of all 
Christian communities for centuries. This 
established doctrine clashes with essentially 
everything that has emerged from the sexual 
revolution: artificial contraception, easy di-
vorce and remarriage, cohabitation, same-sex 

“marriage,” transgenderism. 
These may seem secondary matters com-

pared with the essential truths of the faith; 
but as Douthat carefully shows, the debate 
here is not only over moral principles but 
also over two fundamentally opposed views 
of what it is to be human. The first pages of 
the Hebrew Scriptures say human beings 
are made in the image and likeness of God. 
And right after, “male and female He created 
them.” Douthat says that if Jews and Chris-
tians got that wrong from the start, you could 
argue—and many have—that they’ve gotten 
everything else wrong since. Foundational no-
tions about the human person and the family 
that have fostered our civilization are put in 
jeopardy. The most radical shifts on sex lead 
to today’s toxic identity politics.

For Douthat, this would have been

an ideal moment to raise the church’s 
banner, to offer a distinctively Catholic 
sort of synthesis—one that would speak 
to the right’s fear that the West’s civiliza-
tional roots are crumbling and to the left’s 
disappointment with the rule of neolib-
eralism; one that would offer a Christian 
alternative to the aridity of secularism, 
the theocratic zeal of Islamism, and the 
identity politics of right and left.

Francis has done none of that: instead he has 
riven the only institution that might have elab-
orated such an alternative.

As the books reviewed here make clear, 
Pope Francis seems more a product of the cri-
sis of confidence that pervades the West than 
someone who can alleviate it. Douthat’s con-
clusion in particular is harsh but warranted: 

“Hagan lío! Francis likes to say. ‘Make a mess!’ 
In that much he has succeeded.”

Robert Royal is president of the Faith & Reason 
Institute and author, most recently, of A Deeper 
Vision: The Catholic Intellectual Tradition in 
the Twentieth Century (Ignatius Press). 
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Book Review by Glenn Ellmers

Soul, Man
De Anima (On Soul), by Aristotle, translated by David Bolotin.

Mercer University Press, 164 pages, $45 (cloth), $18 (paper)

The soul is the most difficult and 
paradoxical thing in the world. In 
classical thought the soul is our form, 

which activates and animates the matter of 
our bodies and makes us rational and free be-
ings. It thus provides our access to metaphysi-
cal being itself—the understanding of every-
thing that is. The soul is the space where the 
light of philosophy shines. 

In Christianity the soul came to be under-
stood as the spark of the divine or the image 
of God, and also immortal. (This latter view is 
ascribed to Aristotle by the disciples of Saint 
Thomas Aquinas.) A bit later, with the birth of 
modern science, the soul vanishes altogether. 
We speak today of the soul largely metaphori-
cally and call the hard sciences “soulless”—by 
which we mean that chemistry, physics, and 
information technology are cold, determinis-
tic, and heartless. (The soul is not the same as 
the heart, but they go together.) In a more than 
metaphorical sense, however, modern science 
emerged specifically in opposition to any no-
tion of the soul as the completion of the body. 

The ancients thought the soul the opposite of a 
metaphor; it makes the body real—but it does 
so in a way technology cannot grasp. Moder-
nity sets aside the soul as irrelevant, outside the 
scope of scientific measurement, and, hence, a 
non-entity. But even modern science admits it 
has difficulties explaining consciousness—the 
residue of the soul in beings that think.

David bolotin, retired after a 
distinguished career at St. John’s 
College in Santa Fe, believes Aristo-

tle can provide useful instruction here. Indeed, 
he takes the philosopher so seriously on this 
matter that he has performed the monumen-
tal task of translating Aristotle’s short, dense 
treatise On Soul, plumbing the deepest well-
springs of the manuscript tradition in order 
to reconstruct what he believes to be a more 
faithful rendering of the original. 

Though hardly as popular as the Nicomache-
an Ethics or Politics, On Soul already has several 
other English translations (often titled with 
the Latin formulation De Anima). Hippocrates 

Apostle’s version, the preferred edition through 
the 1980s and ’90s, was a great improvement 
in its fidelity to Aristotle’s intentions over Sir 
David Ross’s supercilious standard. But it re-
tained many of the Latinized terms originated 
by the Scholastics, e.g., “substance” for ousia, 

“actuality” for entelechia. This deference to the 
medieval tradition has fallen out of favor, with 
Latinized terms being viewed as too burdened 
with the accretions of Thomistic philosophy, 
obscuring the meaning of the original Greek. 
The more popular current translation seems 
to be that of Joe Sachs, which leans very much 
in the other direction. Sachs, whose interpre-
tive approach has been influenced by Martin 
Heidegger, opts for cumbrous Anglo-Saxon 
neologisms: “thinghood” for ousia, “being-at-
work” for energiea, and, almost ludicrously, “be-
ing-at-work-staying-itself ” for entelechia. Many 
commentators find these Teutonic compounds 
artificial and distracting. Sachs does, however, 
provide very welcome bonuses for the begin-
ning student: a lengthy interpretative introduc-
tion, index, and glossaries in English-to-Greek 
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and Greek-to-English. The Apostle edition 
also includes an index and a glossary, but omits 
a substantive introduction in favor of a brief 
preface. 

Bolotin’s translation steers a mod-
erate course of virtuous elegance, where 
possible, relying on copious footnotes 

(happily, not endnotes) to add connective 
muscle to the joints of the text. These notes 
take the place of a separate introductory com-
mentary, discussing his diligent examination 
and weighing of the source material as it has 
come down to us. In terms of word choices, he 
renders ousia simply as (the noun) “being,” and 
entelechia as “completion.” While generally es-
chewing Latinisms, he is not dogmatic on the 
point, and in a lengthy footnote explains why 
he settled on “actual” or “actuality” for energeia. 
At times he is confident enough to be inconsis-
tent: “The Greek word that I have translated as 
‘capacity’ is dunamis, which I earlier translated 
as ‘potentiality.’ I will on occasion also trans-
late it as ‘power.’” Throughout, wherever the 
text requires some explanation, a note supplies 
helpful commentary, even providing in some 
cases tantalizing hints at what he implies may 
be Aristotle’s more subtle intentions. 

But why does any of this matter? Such is 
our modern confusion that many readers may 
be completely unaware even of the existence 
of a pre-Christian conception of soul, and 

wonder further why Aristotle’s commentary 
on this subject would be relevant to us to-
day. Perhaps the answer lies in the most vi-
tal question one can ask of oneself: why am I 
alive? This can be understood as several dif-
ferent questions: In what sense am I a living 
creature, as opposed to a lifeless mass? Why 
is anything alive; how did life in the universe 
come to be at all? What am I alive for, to what 
end or purpose? Each of these inquiries—bio-
logical, ontological, and philosophical—can 
find answers, or at the least the beginnings of 
answers, by looking to the soul. 

Aristotle, the first biologist who minutely 
examined the anatomy of cuttlefish, was no 
disparager of the body. Yet for all its astonish-
ing complexity, the body is inert without the 
soul, which is the “source of motion,” the ani-
mating principle of our desires, choices, and 
actions. Motion, which includes growth and 
reproductive generation, is for him an essen-
tial feature of life. Generation points to every 
soul’s longing “to make another like itself [to] 
share in the eternal and divine insofar as they 
are able; for all things reach toward that.” This 
stretching toward “the immortal and everlast-
ing” appears also in the soul’s capacity for 
contemplation, by which the soul is connected 
somewhat mysteriously to the “thinking” that 
is evident in the universe. Quite apart from 
any particular conception of God or an intel-
ligent designer, the universe exhibits a coher-

ent order, including the regular paths of the 
heavenly bodies and the various species of liv-
ing organisms that eat, move, and perpetuate 
themselves in orderly ways. Aristotle consid-
ers all this to be evidence of a kind of cosmic 

“thought” in which the soul somehow shares 
or participates. 

All these matters and more—in-
cluding the crucial relationship be-
tween perception and imagination—

are addressed in Aristotle’s compact treatise, 
which no translation, however able, can ren-
der simple or easy. In fact, the one significant 
criticism one can make of Bolotin’s effort is 
that other than the footnotes (which sacrifice 
in comprehension, at times, what they make 
up for in precision) he offers little supplemen-
tary aid to the novice. Without a commentary 
or interpretative essay, glossary, or index, it 
seems unlikely that this edition will displace 
Sachs’s as the preferred choice for the begin-
ner. But David Bolotin’s probing and fresh re-
appraisal of the source material, which admi-
rably serves his intention of treating Aristotle 
with the utmost philosophic seriousness, will 
be a delight and treasure to scholars investi-
gating the enduring puzzles and perplexities 
of the human soul.

Glenn Ellmers works in Washington, D.C., and 
has been a speechwriter for two cabinet secretaries.

“A wonderfully nuanced understanding 
of the contemporary dynamics of 
public theology, civil religion, and 

national identities among rural 
evangelicals in the United States”

FROM NICHOLE R.  PHILLIPS

Books for Good | baylorpress.com
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Book Review by Khalil Habib

Seven Shades of Gray
Seven Types of Atheism, by John Gray.

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 176 pages, $25

John gray is a prominent english phi-
losopher whose major books include Straw 
Dogs (2002), Black Mass (2007), and The 

Silence of Animals (2013). Gray is a provoca-
tive thinker who has written on a wide range 
of thinkers and subjects. He has written on 
Friedrich Hayek, but he is not exactly a liber-
tarian. He attacks modern atheism, but he is 
clearly not a conservative either. He is a seri-
ous thinker who clearly enjoys provoking the 
academic establishment by unmasking their 
hidden progressive pieties. His latest is Seven 
Types of Atheism. 

The title is a nod to William Empson’s 1930 
book, Seven Types of Ambiguity. Like poetry 
and language (the focus of Empson’s book), 
atheism has many different forms. Gray’s pur-
pose is not to persuade the reader to believe 
or not to believe in God, but to explore mod-
ern atheism and the problems with it. In an 
age when prominent atheists, such as Richard 
Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, and 
the late Christopher Hitchens—affectionate-
ly referred to as the “Four Horsemen of New 
Atheism”—are celebrated for their sophisti-

cated disdain for religion and commitment to 
progress, Gray’s book arrives on the scene like 
an uninvited guest to a premature celebration 
of the death of God. Gray is a unique thinker 
with little patience for false and shallow forms 
of atheism. For this reason, among many oth-
ers, he should be taken seriously by thought-
ful atheists and believers alike.

Scratch a contemporary atheist 
or a modern secular humanist, he ar-
gues, and you’ll find a confused rebel 

who is essentially religious. Modern athe-
ism is religion in a new garb. These atheists 

“think they have left religion behind, when all 
they have done is renew it in shapes they fail 
to recognize.” They substitute faith in hu-
manity and progress for belief in God, and 
are driven by the desire to serve nature, hu-
manity, history, or progress. This is not to 
suggest that Gray is a critic of atheism and 
a defender of religion. An atheist himself, he 
is a critic of both. He believes science and 
religion are two separate human activities, 
though not as distinct as many presume, and 

that modern atheism is prone to utopianism 
and self-deification.

To take one extreme example: the Marquis 
de Sade’s originality, according to Gray, lies 
not in Sade’s atheism but in his nightmarish 
vision of nature as a malevolent goddess with 
an insatiable appetite for destruction. “Na-
ture has elaborated no statuses, instituted no 
code; her single law is writ deep in every man’s 
heart: it is to satisfy himself, deny his passions 
nothing, and this regardless of the cost to oth-
ers,” wrote Sade. Nature sanctions egoism 
and inspires in humans a lust for motiveless 
destruction and cruelty. 

For Sade, every impulse of nature and ev-
erything that humans do and desire to do is 
natural. In the Dialogue between a Priest and 
a Dying Man, Sade rails against God and ac-
cuses religion of corrupting natural humanity. 
Yet, as Gray points out, “if everything human 
beings do is natural, how can religion be sin-
gled out as being contrary to Nature?” More-
over, “[i]f everything humans do is ordained 
by Nature, they are following Nature when 
they obey morality and convention.”
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According to Gray, Sade’s ruling passion is 
not atheism but hatred of God. Sade is “the 
greatest modern prophet of misotheism—the 
current of thought that hates God as the en-
emy of humanity.” The hatred of God within 
Sade’s soul is in conflict with real disbelief in 
God. Simone de Beauvoir got it wrong, then, 
when in her essay “Must We Burn Sade?” she 
declared that “Sade’s nature was thoroughly 
irreligious.” To the contrary, says Gray, Sade’s 
hatred of religion and his desire to convert his 
readers away from God shows he never aban-
doned religion, but exchanged one deity for 
another: “Rejecting the Christian God as evil, 
he turned to Nature; but evil returned in the 
form of the dark goddess he had invented. His 
solution was to rebel against Nature even as 
he obeyed the destructive impulses it had im-
planted in him.” For atheists who truly believe 
that the cosmos is godless and that humanity 
lacks cosmic significance, there is no problem 
of evil, nor is there any sense in railing against 
(a nonexistent) God.

Not all atheists express their 
repressed religious instincts through 
cruelty. We learn from his Autobiog-

raphy that the gentle John Stuart Mill never 
had to overcome belief in Christianity be-
cause he was never reared in any traditional 
faith to begin with. He was an atheist in the 
traditional sense of the term. Nevertheless, 
Gray finds Christian elements in Mill’s be-
lief in humanity and its progress over time. 

“[B]elief in improvement,” writes Gray, “is the 
unthinking faith of people who think they 
have no religion.” 

In order to discredit Mill’s faith in prog-
ress and humanity as just another example 
of repressed religion, Gray tries to show how 
humanity’s supposed progression is in conflict 
with Mill’s empiricist philosophy. Accord-
ing to Mill, everything we recognize in the 
world—physical objects, human beings—is 
constructed from sensory impressions and 
born out of experience. His conception of hu-
manity, however, was not and could not have 
been based on observation or experience. It is 
rooted in his moral beliefs, which Gray traces 
to Christianity, a religion Mill falsely as-
sumed he stood outside of. It is not clear why 
Gray thinks that faith in progress is inconsis-
tent with atheism, other than to point out in 
a number of places that humans are generally 
irrational and cruel. 

This is not to say, however, that Gray de-
nies progress in the sciences. His point is that 
the dramatic and obvious progress in science 
has misled many into believing that we can 
progress in all areas of our lives, when there’s 
not a shred of evidence that human nature 

has improved. “Knowledge increases at an 
accelerating rate, but human beings are no 
more reasonable than they have ever been.” 
From the French Revolution to the rise of 
Nazism and fascism to the increasing rise of 
Islamist violence around the world, “instead 
of being left behind, old evils return under 
new names.” All of this suggests, for Gray, 
that “the cumulative increase of knowledge 
in science has no parallel in ethics or politics, 
philosophy or the arts.” Secular thinkers 
who believe humans have morally improved 
are deluded and flatter themselves into as-
suming that they themselves embody the 
progress of world history. 

The idea of history with an ultimate pur-
pose is fundamentally Christian, Gray argues. 
Secular humanism’s faith in progress is a spin-
off from the mystical speculations of medieval 
theologians. G.W.F. Hegel’s view of history 
as a progressive process of human self-realiza-
tion in which the disparate fragments of his-
tory reassemble through the dialectical work-
ing of the world spirit is just a variant on the 
same old theme. History, according to Gray, 
is going nowhere. 

Gray insists that not all athe-
ism is a flight from a godless universe 
and at odds with a world bereft of 

significance. There have been some atheists 
“who stepped out of monotheism altogether 
and in doing so found freedom and fulfill-
ment. Not looking for cosmic meaning, they 
were content with the world as they found it.” 
Epicurean atheists in antiquity were more dis-
passionate than their modern counterparts. 
They promoted an ethics in which the simple 
but noble pleasures of peace of mind are the 
authentic ends of human existence. Resisting 
the beguiling illusion of human progress, Epi-
curean thinkers such as Lucretius insulated 
themselves from the sorrows and madness of 
their fellows. Perched calmly above the noise 
and misery of those drowning in their disap-
pointed hopes, Epicureans were content in the 
tranquil sanctuary of their secluded gardens. 

An example of ancient atheism in the mod-
ern world is George Santayana, whom Gray 
clearly admires. Santayana was an atheist who 
rejected any idea that civilization was improv-
ing, and found happiness and tranquility in 
detaching himself from the world. He made 
a conscious decision to renounce love and aca-
demic prestige for the sake of peace of mind, 
fearing the loss of independence and tranquil-
ity that is the price of love and vanity. For San-
tayana, unlike modern atheists and secular 
humanists, the realm of perfection and prog-
ress lies neither in politics, nor humanity, nor 
history, but in technology and the mechanical 
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arts. Although he recognized the role religion 
plays in the lives of many, Santayana rejected 
any claim to prescribe a universal way of life 
for all. Respecting religion in general, writes 
Gray,

he deplored monotheism when it was 
militant and evangelical. The cardi-
nal error of Christianity came from 
Platonism, which (for Christians who 
adopted it) conceived the Good to be 
a power in the world. Having identi-
fied itself with this power, the Church 
inevitably became repressive of human 
variety.

Santayana was a materialist who found 
freedom in the godless flux of matter. It is un-
clear how he was able to grasp the godlessness 
of the cosmos and yet ground in materialism 
the life of the mind he enjoyed, but he at least 
believed that he found peace of mind and hap-
piness in his pursuit of equanimity. 

Arthur Schopenhauer is, like Santayana, 
an atheist whom Gray respects. Believing hu-
man beings to be incurably irrational, Scho-
penhauer argued that all human troubles 
come from the will’s insatiable and irrational 
cravings. The universe, like humans, is inscru-
table. He rejected Christianity and dismissed 
Hegel’s view of history as Christian theodicy 
masquerading as philosophy. Hegel’s philoso-
phy paved the way for modernity to replace 

God with humankind and created the illusion 
that history contained some sort of meaning. 
For Schopenhauer, history has no meaning. 
No act of will can bring sense to the senseless 
drift of human events. Only by renouncing 
the world and denouncing it as an illusion can 
one shed the false hope in history and man-
kind. Even the human mind is “itself nothing, 
and in looking beyond itself it is seeking to 
pierce the veil of maya—universal illusion—
and come nearer to reality.” Schopenhauer’s 
rejection of reason and meaning in the world 
eventually led him to mysticism. 

The point of gray’s reflections is 
to show that monotheism’s God did 
not die, but has only reappeared in 

the different guises of surrogate deities. “A 
free-thinking atheism,” he maintains, “would 
begin by questioning the prevailing faith in 
humanity. But there is little prospect of con-
temporary atheists giving up their reverence 
for a phantasm of humanity.” Science will 
never replace religion because without the il-
lusion of progress and reverence for human-
ity, human beings cannot make sense of their 
lives and will fall into panic and despair. So 
how ought we to live in the godless world 
described by John Gray? Despair? Not nec-
essarily. Gray says he’s an atheist who main-
tains a reverence for a universe he claims is 
godless and mysterious. Yet his reverence 
and awe somehow escape the charges he 

levels against the modern atheists. Never-
theless, he prefers atheism without the be-
lief in progress, as opposed to the atheism 
of secular humanism, because the former is 
ultimately more humane and free from de-
luded visions of improvement. One cannot 
but wonder whether Gray himself escapes a 
hidden belief in Christianity.

Although he writes in a clear, engaging 
manner, and his book is interesting and 
informative, Gray rarely applies the same 
scrutiny to those whom he admires, like 
Santayana. Why is Santayana, who has all 
the otherworldliness of a saint, for example, 
not perceived as a repressed religious as-
cetic, while others, such as Mill and Fried-
rich Nietzsche, are reduced to deluded faux 
atheists? Why is Schopenhauer’s “managed 
hedonism” “refreshing,” while his turn to 
Indian philosophy as a means to gaining 
salvation by destroying the illusion of self-
hood not viewed as a version of Christian 
salvation in Indian garb? Perhaps—and this 
is just a hunch—the answer lies in Gray’s 
disdain for the self-deification of atheists 
and humanists who harm humanity with 
their revolutions and don’t pause from the 
noise of their deluded hopes to pay their 
proper respects to a mysterious universe.  

Khalil Habib is associate professor of politics at 
Hillsdale College, on leave from Salve Regina 
University.
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Book Review by Mark Blitz

Morality and Happiness
Science and the Good: The Tragic Quest for the Foundations of Morality, by James Davison Hunter and Paul Nedelisky.

Yale University Press, 312 pages, $26

Science and the good: the tragic 
Quest for the Foundations of Morality is 
a serious work, useful for its thoughtful 

overview of what today’s neuro and evolution-
ary scientists teach us about morality. Its title, 
of course, overpromises—how could it not? 
Authors James Davison Hunter and Paul Ne-
delisky insufficiently analyze “the good,” and 
ways of knowing (“science,” generally) other 
than modern natural science are largely ig-
nored. The book’s protagonists, moreover, are 
not “tragic” figures but mostly earnest aca-
demics and the occasional publicity-hound. 
Some are vain; none is pitiable, and reading 
Science and the Good is not cathartic but, at 
best, soberly educational.

Hunter is a professor of religion, culture, 
and society at the University of Virginia, 
where he directs the Institute for Advanced 
Studies in Culture. He has written many 
books on character, Christianity, and moral-
ity, including Culture Wars, the 1992 best-

seller. Nedelisky is a fellow of the Institute. 
Their book has two main parts: a history of 
the “quest,” beginning in the 17th century, 
to ground morality on the methods and 
discoveries of modern natural science, and 
a discussion of contemporary findings. The 
authors call the quest “tragic” because it is 
doomed to fail.

Hunter and nedelisky’s interest-
ing historical discussion is, unfortu-
nately, unreliable. It runs from Hugo 

Grotius and Thomas Hobbes to Charles Dar-
win and his followers, via David Hume, Jer-
emy Bentham, and John Stuart Mill. Imman-
uel Kant, for whom the relation among nature, 
natural science, and morality was a central 
conundrum; G.W.F. Hegel, who believed he 
had solved this and all other seemingly in-
tractable problems; and Friedrich Nietzsche, 
the psychological wizard who plumbed The 
Genealogy of Morals, make no appearance. 

Most of the book’s historical account is devot-
ed to Hume and Bentham because they seem 
closest to current views of pleasure and moral 
psychology, and because Hume’s notion that 
we cannot derive an “ought” from an “is” plays 
a large role in the authors’ thinking.

The book’s second part is characterized by 
Hunter and Neldelisky’s healthy skepticism of 
the inflated claims of sociobiologists, philoso-
phy professors, publicists, neuro-economists, 
neuro-psychologists, and social psychologists. 
In the authors’ view, the modern scientific ap-
proach to morality does not and cannot tell 
us what we ought to do. It can indicate some-
thing about the sentiments or neurochemistry 
that accompany morality, and the evolution of 
these sentiments—but even there, not much 
has been discovered. The authors do not ex-
aggerate these findings, although scientists 
sometimes do.

One finding is that oxytocin is central to 
trust; the study behind this claim has not 

The Illusion of Technique
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been replicated. Another is that moral judg-
ments are tied to two different parts of the 
brain, one that calculates in a utilitarian man-
ner, and one that intuits “deontological” mat-
ters such as rights’ violations. But this discov-
ery rests on experiments involving small num-
bers of today’s Ivy League students—hardly 
a representative group—and the conclusions 
rest on a far-fetched example about whether 
and how you would kill one or a few to save 
many. A third finding involves (perhaps) dis-
covering empathy in other primates, but with 
no indication that this involves moral choice. 
A fourth lists some general areas, or “recep-
tors,” that call forth a spectrum of moral be-
havior, but with no sign of which behavior one 
ought to choose.

Several of the scientists discussed 
apparently understand that their meth-
ods cannot tell us if the behavior they 

study—“loyalty,” but to whom?, “equity,” but 
judged how?, “empathy,” but for the innocent 
or the criminal?—is in fact morally choice-
worthy. But all submit to “the proclivity to 
overreach” and treat their half findings as tell-
ing us what we ought to do. When they do 
recognize their limits they tend to stop treat-
ing morality as a “mind-independent reality” 
and (silently) embrace “moral nihilism.”

One reason they overreach is because 
they do not understand the phenomenon 
of morality sufficiently. As the authors say, 
the scientists fail to “define” it, so they can 
hardly demonstrate much about it. Modern 
science’s “disenchanted naturalism” tries to 
discover laws based on hypotheses about and 
observations of the rudimentary elements to 
which things can be reduced. Such “natural-
ism” is inadequate for determining what we 
ought to do.

In making this criticism the authors are 
on the right track. After all, a key difficulty 
in chemical, neurological, and similar studies 
of complex human phenomena of conscious-
ness, ethical action, politics, art, and thought 
is failing to examine sufficiently the phenom-
ena being explored, on their own terms. The 
little that is amenable to science’s methods 
stands in for and narrows the phenomenon as 
a whole. This is not only a difficulty for natu-
ral science: could one understand the condi-
tions of “leadership” if one had never heard of 
Abraham Lincoln, but only surveyed a sample 
of human resources professionals?

Unfortunately, the authors themselves 
suffer from these faults. It would be unfair 
to expect them to provide a fully developed 
description of moral phenomena. Nonethe-
less, their purportedly more adequate stand-

point relies on an excessively compressed 
discussion of “re-enchanting” phenomena 
(without making them irrational). They also 
assert, but insufficiently defend, criticisms of 
contemporary life that seem based on The-
odor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and other 
Frankfurt School writers. There is an “elec-
tive affinity,” they claim, between “the new 
moral science,” “instrumental and technical 
rationality,” and “the cultural and structural 
dynamics of power at the heart of the con-
temporary world.” 

The authors’ broader problems of 
definition begin with an imprecise 
statement of their subject. Often they 

seem to identify, or to act as if their subjects 
identify, morality, happiness, and what is good. 
Other times they differentiate them, and act 
as if the moral scientists’ question is whether 
morality serves human happiness. They also 
largely ignore the connection between justice 
and punishment, a significant omission when 
a major issue for them is what “science” says 
about why and whether we direct ourselves to 
others’ good.

Hunter and Nedelisky, that is, fail to make 
distinctions central to their topic—such as 
between “morality” and what is good. We 
cannot treat our direction (or its lack) toward 
morality as identical to our direction toward 
what is good. Kant, for example, distinguish-
es morality and happiness because happiness 
involves natural desire and, therefore, what is 
naturally or materially caused, and morality 
involves freedom or self-legislation that is not 
subject to nature. 

The question of whether correctly distrib-
uting goods and mandating certain actions—
justice—is natural or conventional has been 
fundamental since Plato and Aristotle. Some-
thing’s nature means, for Plato and Aristotle, 
what about it we do not make, what is essen-
tial to it, what covers all its instances (if not 
equally), and what in it is understandable by 
reason. Speech, for example, is a (or the) pre-
eminent natural human ability. We cannot 
well address the possible connection between 
understanding “nature” and morality by leav-
ing matters with modern natural science. Nor 
can morality be reduced to altruism, as the 
authors tend to do, if we wish to understand 
its connection to happiness. Just and respon-
sible behavior, after all, may benefit oneself as 
well as others, and, as Aristotle suggests, vir-
tuous actions such as courage, generosity, and 
friendship that help others are central to one’s 
own happiness. 

Another notion the authors explore insuf-
ficiently is human “flourishing”—which many 

New from Carolina Academic Press

700 Kent Street, Durham NC 27701 | 800.489.7486

The Initiative and Referendum Almanac
A Comprehensive Reference Guide to the Initiative
and Referendum Process
Second Edition

M. Dane Waters, University of Southern California

2019, 1,141 pp, ISBN 978-1-5310-1338-7, $90.00

The second edition of The Initiative and Referen-

dum Almanac takes a deeper look at how we, as a

country, address the moral, fiscal, and social under-

pinnings of our society. The Initiative and Referen-

dum Almanac, through a collaboration with

Ballotpedia, provides a complete listing of all rele-

vant laws associated with utilizing the initiative and

referendum process in each state, as well as a check-

list of the steps that must be followed to place an ini-

tiative or referendum on the ballot.

Overview of U.S. Law
Second Edition

JR Swanegan, Stetson University College of Law 
Ellen S. Podgor, Stetson University College of Law

2019, 560 pp, ISBN 978-1-5310-0239-8, $65.00

Overview of U.S. Law, second edition, provides a

preliminary examination of seventeen subjects typi-

cally covered by United States law schools. Its open-

ing chapter compares the United States legal system

with that of a civil code system and concludes with a

chapter examining the practice of law in the United

States.

Three Neglected Pieces of the 
Documentary History of the Constitution
and Bill of Rights
Remarks on the Amendments to the Constitution by a
Foreign Spectator, Essays of the Centinel, Revived, and
Extracts from the Virginia Senate Journal

Edited by:
Stanton D. Krauss, Quinnipiac University 
        School of Law

2019, 184 pp, ISBN 978-1-5310-0881-9, $65.00

These commentaries on the Constitution, the amend-
ments proposed by state ratifying conventions and by anti-
Federalist minorities in states whose conventions proposed
none, and the twelve amendments proposed by the first Con-
gress were produced in 1788–89. The essays only appeared in
contemporary newspapers and magazines, and the Virginia
Senate Journal was last printed two centuries ago. As a result,
they are largely unknown today. By republishing these
sources, this book aims to allow them to resume their rightful
place in the documentary history of the Constitution and Bill
of Rights.

Save 20% off these titles when you use the discount code,
CROBW19, through April 30, 2019. For more information,
and to view other titles, please visit www.caplaw.com.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2018/19
Page 98

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

“scientists” fall back on when discussing what 
is good. It is not in fact an unimportant cri-
terion, even if the scientists have only a vague 
or narrow understanding of what they mean 
by it. What is good for us is connected to 
the full use of our abilities—indeed, to their 
fullest use. What could our “good” or happi-
ness mean were it simply separated from our 
abilities? Such a “good” directs us, but not ef-
fortlessly. “Morality” or justice, moreover, can 
help to achieve what is good, but not merely 
psychologically or automatically. Justice re-
quires training, education, punishment, and 
effort. We should not dismiss flourishing as 
a way to understand happiness, but need to 
discuss it more substantively than the authors 
and their subjects do. 

The complications uncovered in 
fully analyzing happiness and what is 
good complicate morality and law. But 

these complications do not disprove the fact 
that happiness involves a certain group of ac-
tivities in relation to a certain group of abili-
ties. And we cannot all flourish equally unless 
our abilities are equal and sufficient resources 
exist to allow equal flourishing. This is not the 
case when one considers the greatest political 
efforts, and some of the greatest artistic ones.

The authors seem too wedded to an unde-
fined equality, or universality, when discuss-
ing the place of equality in morality and hap-
piness. Their useful discussions of Grotius, 
Hobbes, and John Locke too quickly pass 
over the substance of natural equality as these 
thinkers see it—as equality in rights. Hunter 
and Nedelisky say little about what rights are, 
their link to equal will or choice, and their 
connection to property and religious tolera-
tion as ways to reduce conflict. This is unfor-
tunate, because reducing conflict appears to 
be one of their and their subjects’ chief goals. 
Much that Hobbes and Locke tried to uncov-
er about the link among happiness, pleasure, 
and desire is inseparable from their view of 
equal rights and the need for a commonwealth 
with punishing power and control of religion, 
or its redirection through toleration. Happi-
ness as pleasurable satisfaction is, for Hobbes 
and Locke, inseparable from equality as equal 
rights—not a mysteriously undefined equal-
ity—and from common obedience—not as 
free-floating morality or altruism, but obedi-
ence to law.

The authors believe that “twenty-five hun-
dred years of philosophical debates” have 

“not given us a consensus on moral questions.” 
They appear to desire such a consensus. But 

perhaps “moral” questions are inherently 
disputable, even if one can understand them 
rationally. Perhaps we cannot achieve “con-
sensus” apart from an explicit effort, such as 
that advocated by Hobbes and Locke, where 
agreement is won through legal effort and 
persuasion, and justice and happiness are pur-
sued in a particular manner.

To see what we can discover about happi-
ness through the methods of modern natu-
ral science we must first consider carefully 
what the human good and morality are on 
their own terms. This will also clarify the 
limits of the scientific effort. Although 
Hunter and Nedelisky insufficiently explore 
this problem, they properly make the issue 
of “definition” a centerpiece of their ques-
tioning. In general, they have produced a 
thoughtful summary and able criticism of 
the contemporary scientific quest for moral-
ity’s foundations, and have brought to light 
important matters.

Mark Blitz is the Fletcher Jones Professor of Po-
litical Philosophy at Claremont McKenna Col-
lege. He is the author of Plato’s Political Phi-
losophy (Johns Hopkins University Press) and 
Duty Bound: Responsibility and American 
Public Life (Rowman & Littlefield).
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Essay by Mark Bauerlein

Force of Nature

When i was finishing graduate 
school at UCLA in the late 1980s, 
a British scholar, unquestionably 

liberal, came to campus to discuss his paper 
on “Male Feminism.” Modest and earnest, he 
summarized his paper’s account of how men 
could participate in feminist critique. The 
feminist Romantic scholar who responded 
to his presentation, however, proceeded to 
explain, impatiently and peremptorily, how 
this clueless fellow did not know what he was 
talking about. It wasn’t a refutation; it was a 
rebuke. I can’t recall what the guest speaker 
said in his feeble reply, but neither he nor any-
one else in the room dared challenge her. The 
graduate students and untenured professors 
in attendance took it as a brutal career lesson: 
never expose yourself to this sort of takedown. 
In particular, never even hint that there might 
be some basis in nature for differences be-
tween men and women. 

It shouldn’t surprise anyone that for 30 
years women have earned a majority of all 
doctoral degrees in English and foreign lan-
guages. Feminists had good reason to be con-
fident. But here was the opening sentence of 

Sexual Personae (1990): “In the beginning was 
nature.” With that heresy, Camille Paglia 
burst into public life. While her first book 
climbed the bestseller lists, humanities pro-
fessors in seminars and at conferences, in 
editorial meetings and on hiring committees, 
were meting out justice to any heretic com-
mitting the old sin of explaining disparate 
outcomes and conditions for men and women 
in terms of nature, rather than ascribing them 
entirely to patriarchy and heteronormativity. 
In those years, Marxism was coping with the 
collapse of Communist governments, and 
deconstruction struggled with the revelation 
that its leading American figure, Paul de Man, 
had written anti-Semitic articles for a Belgian 
collaborationist periodical during World War 
II. Feminism, by contrast, seemed untouched 
by political guilt or failure. 

Red in Tooth and Claw

Yet according to paglia, who teach-
es at the University of the Arts in Phila-
delphia, Western civilization was erect-

ed as a bulwark against the dark, destructive 

forces of existence, including our base in-
stincts. Jean-Jacques Rousseau and William 
Wordsworth had envisioned nature as ma-
ternal comforter, and individuals in a natural 
state as innocent. Their descendants are liber-
als and feminists who think we can expel ag-
gression and inequality from the world if only 
we get our heads straight and our institutions 
right. Paglia sees nature, especially human na-
ture, undercutting them at every turn. Sexual 
Personae describes our nightly descent “to the 
dream world where nature reigns, where there 
is no law but sex, cruelty, and metamorpho-
sis.” Nature, she says, “is Pandemonium, an 
All Devils’ Day.” To contemplate it is to grasp 
“the dehumanizing brutality of biology and 
geology, the Darwinian waste and bloodshed.”

A subsequent collection of essays, Vamps 
& Tramps (1994), argued that “everything 
great in human history has been achieved in 
defiance of nature.” Life begins in fear and 
necessity, so human beings compensate with 
laws and norms, art and technology. While 
her deconstructionist contemporaries charac-
terized society as a mode of subjugation and 
surveillance, Paglia relied on an older cultural 
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anthropology to conclude, “Society is our frail 
barrier against nature.” 

An even greater provocation was her insis-
tence, against the imperious feminist consen-
sus that had formed before the end of the 20th 
century, that nature divides us by sex. Male 
and female biologies are distinct, and men and 
women experience and act upon their desires 
differently. Because gender begins in our bod-
ies, it is different from and more fundamental 
than a “social construct.” Women give birth 
and menstruate, which links them to organic 
nature in a way no man can ever experience. 
She is “bound to nature’s calendar.” He isn’t. 
She accepts nature’s round of life and death 
more easily because she participates in it more 
fully than he does.

A man owes his very existence to a woman’s 
body, too, and that origin threatens him end-
lessly. Sex, Art, and American Culture (1992) 
quotes literary scholar Harold Bloom, who 
supervised Paglia’s doctoral dissertation at 
Yale University: “Woman is born of woman. 
But man is born of woman and never recovers 
from that fact.” She gives birth, and that can 
be her response to nature’s malice. He doesn’t, 
and so responds by “projecting” himself 
through sexual acts with women or cultural 
acts with objects: building churches, compos-
ing songs, conducting experiments, writing 
poems, forming governments, and painting 
pictures. Hence, Paglia notes, “All the genres 
of philosophy, science, high art, athletics, and 
politics were invented by men.”

She asserts these propositions against the 
logic of feminism, which denounces vicious 
social conventions that victimize women. 
True, Paglia says, “nature’s burden falls more 
heavily on one sex,” but you can’t change that 
fact by pretending it results from social injus-
tice. War, crime, the battles of the sexes, and 
decadence are all natural to the human condi-
tion. When epic heroes enter the underworld, 
they confront the actual record of nature’s 
rapacity and human depravity. Among the 

“errors of liberalism,” Paglia believes, is the ex-
pectation that we can keep those primal tur-
bulences underground.

That’s the theory. Men cling to their sin-
gular being, striving against absorption back 
into their mothers—i.e., nature—and so they 
create forms and rules, beauties and truths 
that resist the mother/nature that would 
swallow them up. Some great artists produce 
Apollonian works of order, permanence, and 
light such as the Acropolis and the Apollo 
Belvedere; others allow Dionysus his say, for 
example, Georges Bizet in Carmen and the 
Marquis de Sade, for whom, as Paglia writes 
in Sexual Personae, “getting back to nature…
would be to give free reign to violence and lust.” 

American feminism, which is stuck in an ado-
lescent whining mode…. The academic femi-
nists think their nerdy bookworm husbands 
are the ideal model of human manhood.” An-
noying, to be sure, but 20 years later the New 
York Times counted it among the most note-
worthy entries in the 40-year history of the 
op-ed genre. 

In 1991 she denounced the campaign 
against date-rape, saying it was driven by 

“propaganda churned out by the expensive 
Northeastern colleges and universities, with 
their overconcentration of boring, uptight 
academic feminists and spoiled, affluent stu-
dents.” Later that year she wrote, “Anita Hill 
is no feminist heroine.” Rather, the Senate 
hearings on her allegations against Clarence 
Thomas were “an atrocious public spectacle 
worthy of the show trials of a totalitarian 
regime, [where] uncorroborated allegations 
about verbal exchanges ten years old were pa-
raded on the nation’s television screens.” As 
a guest on Bill Maher’s Politically Incorrect 
show in 1994 Paglia asserted that “feminism 
lurched in a kind of Stalinist direction in the 
1970s.”

Outrageous as her arguments were, ostra-
cism didn’t silence them. True, Paglia worked 
outside the prestige zones. Faculty lounge 
lizards dismissed her as an associate profes-
sor at a small Philadelphia art school. Paglia 
acknowledged in the introduction to Sex, Art, 
and American Culture “the disastrous twenty-
year history of my career, the job problems 
and rowdy incidents, the isolation and pov-
erty, the frustrating inability to get published.” 
(Seven publishers rejected Sexual Personae be-
fore Yale University Press finally took it.) 

The sexuality scholars of the time fancied 
themselves edgy characters exploding bour-
geois norms. They took pleasure in deriding 
older scholars, the “dead wood” who devoted 
their careers to such square projects as the 
Standard Edition of John Dryden. They, by 
contrast, wrote books with such titles as Sexu-
al Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to Fou-
cault; Sodometries: Renaissance Texts, Modern 
Sexualities; and Vested Interests: Cross-dressing 
and Cultural Anxiety. The key words of the 
day were “subversive” and “transgressive.”

Paglia showed them what subverting and 
transgressing really looked like, mocking the 
tenured radicals’ bogus cultural politics—
bourgeois lives in leafy college towns and hip 
urban neighborhoods—and inept handling 
of bohemian, illicit material. In a review of 
Vested Interests by Harvard’s Marjorie Garber, 
Paglia criticized her for bringing “‘cutting-
edge’ pretensions” and “lumpish patches of 
tedious Lacan jargon” to an important sub-
ject, transvestitism, which Paglia claims arises 

Books by Camille Paglia
discussed in this essay:

Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence 
from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson.
Yale University Press, 736 pages,

$21 (paper)

Vamps & Tramps: New Essays.
Random House, 560 pages,

$16.95 (paper)

Sex, Art, and American Culture: Essays.
Random House, 352 pages,

$17.95 (paper)

Provocations: Collected Essays.
Random House, 736 pages, $40

At the core of art are sex and violence, con-
tained or released, particularly in their devi-
ant and decadent manner. In Sexual Personae 
and subsequent writings, Paglia interprets 
artworks into these elements: mythic and 
chthonic, lusty and cruel. Marc Antony’s 
abandonment of his soldiers at Actium is 
one of the touchstones of Western military 
history. Paglia, reading Shakespeare’s ver-
sion, sees Cleopatra as the water-Venus lur-
ing sex-addled Antony from the earth, “the 
foundation of his illustrious career,” into a 
fatal conflict at sea. Emily Dickinson is not 
the shy “belle of Amherst,” but “a virtuoso 
of sadomasochistic surrealism.” Romanti-
cism, Paglia says, is not the loving experi-
ence of sublime landscapes or the glorifica-
tion of childhood. It is “a return of the Great 
Mother, the dark nature-goddess whom St. 

Augustine condemns as the most formidable 
enemy of Christianity.” 

Contra Mundum

Paglia’s anti-postmodern, anti-
feminist turn enthralled lay readers 
and made Sexual Personae a sensation. 

Women’s studies professors, unaccustomed 
to such vigorous, explicit dissent, were at a 
loss. These scholar-activists were good at ex-
pressing contempt for anything they deemed 
sexist, but weren’t used to having their own 
smug certitudes contemptuously dismissed 
by others. 

And she wouldn’t let up. A 1990 op-ed, 
“Madonna—Finally, a Real Feminist,” infuri-
ated them. Madonna, Paglia declared, “expos-
es the puritanism and suffocating ideology of 
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at moments of cultural collapse. “Are we in a 
decadence, like that of imperial Rome?” she 
asks. Garber can’t answer because the book is 

“inadequately researched,” “carelessly reduc-
tive,” and “totally neglects Western antiquity, 
where there is a staggering amount of literary 
and anthropological material crucial to her 
subject.” 

“I’m challenging their scholarship,” she 
declared in a speech, “which I think is abso-
lutely amateurish.” Amateur? This was worse 
than political accusation. You didn’t talk this 
way, not about figures at the very top of the 
field. After 20 years of recondite theory and 
relentless demystification of “late-capitalism,” 

“the body,” “orientalism,” and “sexual politics,” 
literary studies had convinced itself it was an 
arena of genius. Junior and senior theorists 
wielded the most sophisticated conceptual 
machinery in esoteric language. Everybody 
was brilliant. It was taken as a sign of profun-
dity, not incoherence, that few people could 
untangle sentences such as this from Judith 
Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 
Subversion of Identity (1990):

Once the incest taboo is subjected to 
Foucault’s critique of the repressive 
hypothesis in The History of Sexuality, 
that prohibitive or juridical structure is 
shown both to instate compulsory het-
erosexuality within a masculinist sexual 
economy and to enable a critical chal-
lenge to that economy.

Rather than labor to translate such a sentence 
into English, Paglia mocked it. Why take 
these writers’ half-baked “readings” and low 
standards seriously, she asked. They come 
from dilettantes, not creative minds.

In 1990, Paglia attended a University of 
Pennsylvania lecture given by Diana Fuss, a 
rising Princeton feminist, who spoke on wom-
en and fashion photography. “It was awful,” 
Paglia said. Fuss showed a Revlon image of a 
woman in a swimming pool, her head above 
the shimmering surface and sunlight illumi-
nating her cheeks. “This was a beautiful ad,” 
Paglia noted, but “Fuss was going, ‘Decapita-
tion—mutilation.’” It drove Paglia crazy to 
watch 200 young women gushing over Fuss’s 
brilliance, even though they “didn’t under-
stand a word of what she was saying.” Speak-
ing to Fuss privately made clear to Paglia that 

“she knew nothing about art. And I also could 
tell she knew nothing about popular culture.”

In 1991 Paglia spoke at Harvard, where 
she accused the university of hiring “trendy 
people in cultural studies centers who believe 
that the world was created by Foucault in 
1969.” (The Harvard Crimson noted that stu-

dents gave her “thunderous applause.”) Later, 
the Crimson published Paglia’s “Open Letter 
to the Students of Harvard,” which warned 
them against “opportunistic trend-chasers in 
your classrooms,” i.e., the literature faculty. 

“Under its hip varnish,” she advised, “their 
work is shoddy and shallow.” Since those pro-
fessors were too ensconced and comfortable 
to improve, or even to carry out the basic ped-
agogical duties, the students must take charge 
of their own education: 

First, make the library your teacher. Re-
discover the now neglected works of the 
great scholars of the last 150 years, who 
worked blessedly free of the mental pol-
lutants of poststructuralism. Immerse 
yourself in the reference collection, and 
master chronology and etymology. Re-
fuse to cooperate with the coercive er-
satz humanitarianism that insultingly 
defines women and African-Americans 
as victims. Insist on free thought and 
free speech.

The critique struck home. Under Paglia’s 
raillery, the theorists of sex and politics 
looked like small ignorant figures in spite of 
their knowing demeanor. All they really un-
derstood was academic politics, which they 
played very well. Paglia demonstrated that 
they had erected a social network that oper-
ated on cronyism and prestige, which would 
collapse as soon as a few genuinely erudite 
and courageous critics challenged them.

Telling Truths

A new paglia volume, provocations: 
Collected Essays, has 600 pages of com-
mentaries, reviews, and speeches, plus 

a 100-page “Media Chronicle,” which contains 
snippets of occasional pieces such as a Rolling 
Stones concert review and an interview with 
Raquel Welch. (Welch requested her.) The 
other part of the Chronicle consists of others’ 
remarks about her in the press, some nasty 
(Gloria Steinem) and some laudatory (David 
Bowie). Provocations contains astute assess-
ments of political questions, as well. In 2013, 
for example, Paglia wrote, “It remains baffling 
how anyone would think that Hillary Clinton 
(born the same year as me) is our party’s best 
chance.”

Paglia is no more conciliatory today than 
when she first became famous. Academic fem-
inism is still useless. She advised that “young 
American women aspiring to political power 
should be studying military history rather 
than taking women’s studies courses.” In 1999, 
a Massachusetts middle-school teacher post-
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ed an exhibit of 14 gay figures, including Al-
exander the Great, Shakespeare, and Eleanor 
Roosevelt. “Proclaiming Eleanor Roosevelt 
gay is not only goofy but malicious,” wrote 
Paglia, who favors gay rights. “Those who pro-
mote Shakespeare’s homosexuality for their 
own ideological agenda conveniently overlook 
the fact that none of his thirty-seven plays ad-
dress homosexuality or allude to it except in 
negative terms.” 

Alongside the assault on false idols (Mi-
chel Foucault, feminist puritanism), Paglia 
celebrates the same heroes (Alfred Hitchcock, 
Michelangelo, Bob Dylan—“[t]he postmod-
ernist allegation that all canons are the product 
of political ideology is malicious propaganda,” 
though she has changed her opinion of Ma-
donna, who she says “is addicted to pointless 
provocations like her juvenile Instagrams” and 
can’t accept that her “sassy street urchin” per-
sona of the ’80s doesn’t suit a 58-year-old). She 
maintains her belief that the long view of his-
tory is more necessary than ever. “The worst 
crime of political correctness,” Paglia wrote in 
2016, “is that it has allowed current ideologies 
to stunt our sense of the past and to reduce 
history to a litany of inflammatory grievances.” 
Feminists hated her for contending in Sexual 
Personae that the majority of world-historical 
figures will always be men: “If civilization had 
been left in female hands, we would still be liv-
ing in grass huts.” She would still like to add 
more women to the artistic canon, but admits 
that she spent five years trying, and failing, “to 
find a good feminist poem.”

Since Sexual Personae appeared, however, 
the strains of liberalism Paglia criticized as 
anti-nature and anti-religion have only grown 
more assertive. As a teacher’s daughter in 
upstate New York, living on farms as a kid 
and working while a student as an emergency 
room secretary in Syracuse, Paglia instantly 
detects the “dismaying snobbery by liberal 
middle-class professionals who were openly 
disdainful of the religious values of the work-
ing class whom liberals always claim to pro-

tect.” Though an unbeliever herself, Paglia 
has no patience for those secularists “fixed in 
an elitist mind-set that automatically defines 
religion as reactionary and unenlightened.” 
Without a genuine social gospel, liberal pol-
icy-making becomes “a sterile instrument of 
government manipulation, as if social-welfare 
agencies and federal programs could bring 
salvation.”

You don’t have to believe in God, she 
says, but you must understand that religion 
is “a higher poetry,” the first and fundamen-
tal response to nature. “Liberalism lacks a 
profound sense of evil,” she writes, and so it 
models sexual relations on all-rational inter-

difference and sex educators resist abstinence-
only lessons, Paglia remarks, “But perhaps a bit 
more self-preserving fear and shame might be 
helpful in today’s hedonistic, media-saturated 
environment.” In Sexual Personae, in the midst 
of detailing the fecund muckiness of nature, 
Paglia acknowledges, “Happy are those periods 
when marriage and religion are strong.”

This is how a loudly bisexual, solidly Dem-
ocratic, pro-pornography, free speech-abso-
lutist, rock ‘n’ roller art professor became the 
most dynamic critic of progressive ideas on 
sex, gender, and education. She attacked all of 
modern liberalism’s deepest convictions: gen-
der is socially constructed, men and women 
are the same, religion is hidebound, the past 
has passed, professors are wise. Defending 
those twisted dogmas has made liberalism at 
the present time more repressive than conser-
vative Christianity, more inquisitorial than 
Puritanism. 

In Provocations Paglia declares that the 
heart of the ’60s movements was “a new reli-
gious vision,” whose votaries cared about po-
litical reform, but “were also seeking the truth 
about life outside [existing] religious and 
social institutions.” The truth came before 
politics, sex, rebellion, or drugs. The truth 
Paglia identified long ago is that in all human 
beings there is an “emotional turmoil that is 
going on above and below politics, outside the 
scheme of social life.” Great art touches it, and 
so does religion. Individuals who respond to 
art and religion understand that when poli-
tics and social life presume to replace them 
as right expressions of that turmoil, they fal-
sify it instead…and Paglia won’t countenance 
a lie. That puts her at odds with every insti-
tution liberals have managed to seize, from 
academia to the Democratic Party. But if you 
mentioned that to her, she would shrug and 
get on with the truth-telling. She has nature 
on her side.

Mark Bauerlein is professor of English at Emory 
University and a senior editor of First Things.

actions that dispel the complications of body 
language, seduction, unconscious desire, and 
male-female difference. Because feminism 
cannot “look honestly at the animal savagery 
and lust in all of us,” it reeducates men out of 
their “toxic masculinity”—a futile crusade.

It is religion’s proper recognition of dark 
nature and the power of sex that often makes 
Paglia sound like a conservative. She affirms a 
naturalist version of Original Sin. In the op-
ed praising Madonna, Paglia also approved 
of MTV for censoring one of her more sala-
cious videos: “Parents cannot possibly control 
television.” In discussing the ways in which sex 
education misleads boys and girls about gender 

This is how a loudly bi-
sexual, solidly Democratic, 

pro-pornography, free 
speech-absolutist, rock ‘n’ 

roller art professor became 
the most dynamic critic of 

progressive ideas on sex, 
gender, and education.
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The Goddess in the Mist

Discussed in this essay:

My Brilliant Friend, created and directed
by Saverio Costanzo. HBO

My Brilliant Friend, by Elena Ferrante.
Europa Editions, 331 pages, $17

Who is elena ferrante? to this 
question there are three main re-
sponses: The first, found among 

99% of humanity, is, “I don’t know, and I 
don’t care.” The second, found among mil-
lions of avid Ferrante readers, is, “I know 
‘Elena Ferrante’ is a pseudonym, but her 
publishers say she is a woman from a rough 
working-class neighborhood in 1950s Na-
ples who struggled to acquire a classical edu-
cation—and I believe them, because no writer 
from a different background, especially no male 
writer, could possibly express so powerfully the 
deepest and most forbidden emotions felt by ev-
ery woman on the planet!” The third response, 
found among an indeterminate number of 
sceptics, is, “I don’t know, and though mildly 
curious, I don’t much care.”

Until recently I belonged to the first group, 
the 99% who neither know nor care. But 
then I watched the eight-part HBO adapta-
tion of My Brilliant Friend, the first of four 

“Neapolitan Novels” published between 2012 
and 2015, and finding it quite extraordinary, 
I delved into the novels and the voluminous 
body of criticism about their mysterious au-
thor. But instead of joining the fans, I joined 
the sceptics. This is because, with very few 
exceptions, Ferrante fandom overlaps with 
Ferrante criticism in ways that are not only 
politically tendentious and emotionally self-
indulgent, but also obsessively invested in 
defining the author as a latter-day Cassandra, 
or perhaps Medea, whose entire purpose is to 
channel what is presumed to be the volcanic, 
hidden, and universal truth of female agony 
and rage. 

Fortunately, this obsession seems not to 
have affected the TV series, which despite 
certain production challenges turned out to 
be both addictively watchable and refresh-
ingly un-Hollywood. The initial production 
challenge was forging the original deal, which 
brought HBO together with a new generation 

of Italian producers and directors, including 
(among others) Lorenzo Mieli, Paolo Sorren-
tino, and Saverio Costanzo, who directed the 
series. There followed the challenge of adapt-
ing the novel, which was accomplished by 
Costanzo in consultation with the American 
screenwriter Jennifer Schuur and (through in-
termediaries) the reclusive author. Then there 
was the challenge of building an elaborate, 

It was worth it. Remarkable as it sounds, 
not one of the chosen four—11-year-old Elisa 
Del Genio (young Lenù), 12-year-old Ludovi-
ca Nasti (young Lila), 15-year-old Margherita 
Mazzucco (teenage Lenù), and 14-year-old 
Gaia Girace (teenage Lila)—sounds a single 
false note. Compared with the hyperactive, 
hyperemotional, hypersexualized adolescents 
populating the American screen, these char-
acters and their schoolmates may seem reti-
cent, formal, even stiff. But that only makes 
them more authentic. Living in a neighbor-
hood where violence can erupt at any mo-
ment—not least from the Camorra (Neapoli-
tan mafia)—young people hoping for a better 
future must watch every step.

Men Who Are Not Monsters

Note that i said “young people,” 
not “young women.” Here we en-
counter a subtle but highly signifi-

cant difference between the novel and the 
TV series. The novel contains numerous 
male characters, some drawn with sympa-
thy. But without exception, they all morph 
at some point into an alien species whose 
nature is to betray and injure females. For 
example, Lila’s older brother Rino, who de-
fends his sister against everyone, including 
their ill-tempered father, is described in the 
book as “the person who was closest to her, 
the person she loved most.” But this changes 
at a fireworks display, where Rino gets car-
ried away trading insults with Marcello and 
Michele Solara, the arrogant sons of the local 
Camorra family. On this occasion, Ferrante 
describes Lila as having a nightmare vision 
of her brother “as he really was: a squat ani-
mal form, thickset, the loudest, the fiercest, 
the greediest, the meanest.”

It doesn’t happen quite this way in the TV 
series. On the screen, Rino (played compel-
lingly by Tommaso Rusciano) is ill-tempered 

historically accurate set on an acre of land in 
the city of Caserta, about 25 miles north of 
Naples.

The most daunting production challenge 
was the casting, because in the entire eight 
hours there is hardly a frame not tightly fo-
cused on the two main characters, Elena 

“Lenù” Greco and Raffaella “Lila” Cerullo. 
And this requires four actresses, because the 
story begins with Lenù and Lila as young girls 
meeting in primary school and encouraged by 
their teacher to become academic rivals; then 
it continues with the pair as teenagers taking 
divergent paths: quiet, studious Lenù con-
tinuing her education, and rebellious, mercu-
rial Lila dropping out and becoming a shoe-
maker like her father. Not only that, but it 
was decided from the outset that all the char-
acters would speak both standard Italian and 
the Neapolitan dialect; and that the starring 
roles would go to non-professionals. Thus, it 
is hardly surprising that the casting took eight 
months and over 9,000 auditions.
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like his father, who is in turn routinely hu-
miliated by other men more powerful than he. 
This holds true for most of Rino’s peers, but 
perhaps because the camera shows us their 
all-too-human faces, most of these onscreen 
male characters do not morph into monsters 
the way their on-the-page counterparts do. 
With the exception of Nino, the spoiled son 
of a lecherous philanderer, and the arrogant 
Solara brothers, the TV series shows the boys 
and men of this struggling neighborhood less 
concerned with oppressing girls and women 
than with being able to make a decent liv-
ing as shoemakers, grocers, and street ped-
dlers—occupations that stood out as middle 
class against the extreme poverty of postwar 
Naples.

In a Time magazine article about Naples, 
historian Paola Gambarota states that be-
cause of the heavy Allied bombing and the 
destruction of the city’s port and infrastruc-
ture by the retreating German army, Naples 
emerged from World War II so devastated 
that “[m]aybe only Berlin in 1945 can be com-
pared.” On top of that, the city has been dom-
inated since the 17th century by the Camorra, 
a now global criminal organization that has 
never hesitated to eliminate anyone standing 
in its way. Ferrante’s novel devotes a few pages 
to this history when describing the Carracci 
family, whose thriving grocery store depends 
on the protection of the mob-connected So-
lara family. But neither the novel nor the TV 
series provides more than a cursory sketch of 
this history. And the topic seems to hold very 
little interest for Lenù and Lila.

This omission may seem odd, but it is best 
explained by the novel’s central preoccupation 
with female suffering. As suggested earlier, 
both critics and fans of Ferrante carry this 
preoccupation to the point of obsession, ex-
tolling the mysterious author as a Cassandra, 
or Medea, crying in the wilderness about the 
monstrous nature of the male sex. These trag-
ic myths do lend a dark resonance to My Bril-
liant Friend, most notably at the end, when in 
the midst of Lila’s wedding to the grocer Ste-
fano Carracci, the Solara brothers appear—
unwanted guests whose arrival forces Lila, in 
a terrible moment of recognition, to see that 
her new husband is hopelessly in thrall to 
the Camorra and that her efforts to outwit 
fate have failed. But not even the misogynist 
Greeks took these myths as a complete por-
trait of womanhood. 

Wives Who Thrive

When asked (through inter-
mediaries) which authors she ad-
mires, Ferrante often cites Christa 

Wolf, the East German novelist whose books 

include elaborations on the tragedies of Cas-
sandra and Medea. I mention this because, 
along with being a feminist, Wolf was a hap-
pily married woman whose work thrived in 
part because of the love and support of her 
husband. Here are two excerpts from a 2005 
interview with Die Zeit:

DZ: “When do you know you’re on 
the right track with something you’re 
writing?”
CW: “Once my husband’s read it…. 
He’s got a very accurate feel for my man-
uscripts. If I haven’t done the best I can, 
he says it.”
DZ: “Does that annoy you?”
CW: “And how!” 

After our second interview in Meck-
lenburg, we all sit together in their big 
kitchen. Herr Wolf has prepared soup 
with fish from the nearby lake. “Do you 
admire your wife?” we ask. Christa Wolf 
says: “Woe betide you if you open your 
mouth now.” He smiles and is silent.

Scenes like these, revealing of a deep in-
tellectual as well as emotional bond between 
wife and husband, do not occur in Ferrante’s 
fiction. The novels contain blissful interludes 
of romance and sexual passion, but these are 
invariably cut short by rapes, betrayals, af-
fairs, and beatings, not to mention the bur-
dens of motherhood (depicted as nearly in-
tolerable). One could argue, of course, that 
these unrelenting miseries reflect the lived 
reality of the author. But surely there is con-
siderable irony in the fact that Ferrante’s 
searing descriptions of female suffering are 
invariably praised for their “honesty” by peo-
ple who do not even know who the author 
is. And in recent years the irony has only 
increased, as a fair amount of evidence has 
come to light suggesting that the real Ele-
na Ferrante is that presumably impossible 
thing: a happily married couple.

The evidence is not dispositive, but in 2016, 
Italian investigative journalist Claudio Gatti 
published a lengthy article in the New York 
Review of Books suggesting that the author of 
the Ferrante novels is Anita Raja, the daugh-
ter of a German mother and a Neapolitan 
father who has worked as a translator at Fer-
rante’s Rome-based publisher, Edizioni e/o, 
since the 1990s. What Gatti did was simple: 
he followed the money.

Edizioni e/o’s annual revenues for 2014 
were €3,087,314, a 65 percent increase 
from the previous year. In 2015, rev-
enues went up another 150 percent, 
reaching €7,615,203. These extraor-
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dinary increases appear to be a direct 
result of Ferrante’s sales; the publisher 
had no other comparable bestsellers 
during these years. The growth in the 
publisher’s revenues are also closely par-
alleled in the growth of Raja’s own pay-
ments from Edizioni e/o over the same 
period, which I obtained from an anon-
ymous source. In 2014, Raja’s compen-
sation increased by almost 50 percent, 
and in 2015 it grew again by more than 
150 percent, reaching an amount that 
was about seven times what she received 
in 2010, when the market for Ferrante’s 
books was still confined to Italy.

To complete the picture, Gatti cites the 
efforts of “literary critics, who sought to use 
philological techniques and stylistic analysis 
to compare Ferrante’s work with that of sev-
eral of the writers proposed as candidates.” 
One of the names that came up with a “high 
probability” was Domenico Starnone, de-
scribed by the American critic Rachel Dona-
dio as “a self-aware postmodernist in the 
Italo Calvino vein with a penchant for liter-
ary jokes and meta-narratives.”

Oh, and here’s the happily married part: 
as noted by Gatti, Domenico Starnone is the 
husband of Anita Raja, and the success of 

“Elena Ferrante” seems to have benefited them 
both:

Public real estate records show that in 
2000, after Ferrante’s first book was 
turned into a successful movie in Italy, 
Raja acquired in her own name a seven-
room apartment near Villa Torlonia, 
an expensive area of Rome; the follow-
ing year she bought a country home in 
Tuscany. 

But the real commercial success of the 
Ferrante novels began in 2014 and 2015, 
when they conquered the international 
market…. 

Records show that in June 2016 Raja’s 
husband, Domenico Starnone, bought 
an apartment in Rome, less than a mile 
away from the one registered under his 
wife’s name. It is a 2,500 square foot, 
eleven-room apartment on the top floor 
of an elegant pre-war building in one of 
the most beautiful streets of Rome, also 
near Villa Torlonia, with a value estimat-
ed between $1.5 and $2 million.

The Magnificence of Penelope

When teaching the odyssey to 
undergraduates, I highlight the 
virtues that, along with physical 

prowess, make Odysseus a great hero: cour-

age, endurance, toughness, resourcefulness, 
alertness, shrewdness, cunning, boldness, 
patience. When he finally returns to Ithaca, 
where a gang of unruly suitors are vying to 
marry his wife, Penelope, I start hinting that 
these same virtues can be found in her. But 
the students do not take these hints. They ad-
mire Cassandra’s cursing of Apollo, Agamem-
non, and all the other males who have been 
deaf to her prophecies. They praise Medea’s 
murder of her own children to punish the 
faithless Jason. But they disdain Penelope’s 
steadfastness. Indeed, they insist on seeing 
Penelope as a weepy, subservient cipher who 
(maybe) gets a kick out of having a bunch of 
young guys around, but is too dutiful and bor-
ing to do anything about it.

At that point it is the professor’s privilege to 
show them how wrong they are. I do this with 
the help of the American poet Robert Fitzger-
ald, whose translations of Homer are in my 
judgment the finest. In a Postscript written in 
1962, Fitzgerald offers a close analysis of the 
drama that unfolds between Odysseus, who 
enters the palace disguised as a beggar be-
cause he doesn’t know whom he can trust, and 
Penelope, who likewise must dissemble in a 
house full of greedy interlopers and treacher-
ous maidservants. Speaking in code because 
of the spies lurking in the shadows, husband 
and wife test each other’s veracity, loyalty, and 
fidelity until, having achieved a modicum of 
trust, they devise an equally encrypted plan 
of attack. Once the students get the hang of 
this analysis, they find these otherwise baf-
fling scenes quite riveting. And most agree 
with Fitzgerald that it would be a mistake “to 
underrate the high and beautiful tension of 
[these scenes] and the nerve, the magnificence, 
of Penelope.” 

There was one notable exception: a 
straight-A student who flatly refused to con-
sider Fitzgerald’s analysis. So extreme was her 
refusal, and so unconvincing her arguments, 
that neither I nor her classmates could believe 
she was serious. Eventually, after a long and 
contentious discussion, she blurted out her 
reason: “I’m a feminist!” At the time, I was 
puzzled. But I have since worked out the con-
nection between this extreme view and the ini-
tial failure of all the students to see anything 
resembling virtue, nerve, or magnificence in 
Penelope. Both stem from a deeply ingrained, 
largely unwitting, but stupendously arrogant 
assumption that no loving wife and mother, 
especially one drawn by a male author, could 
ever be magnificent. It now appears that this 
assumption is alive and well in Italy, where 
like the mist that envelops Athena when she 
does not wish to be recognized, the mist of 
anonymity envelops the real “Elena Ferrante” 
as she laughs all the way to the bank.
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Making the Presidency Great Again

When the american people elevated george wash-
ington to the presidency, they knew that because of his 
achievements, character, and virtues, they were elevating 

the presidency to him. Just as music has degenerated from Mozart to 
rap, so has the presidency since the election of the last adult president 
30 years ago, and now the final stages of competition for the highest 
office are given over to demagogues, dynastics, and dolts.

To paraphrase C.S. Lewis, the presidency rises to our standards 
when we improve, and sinks to them when we decay. Which is another 
way of saying that in a democracy and even a democratic republic the 
fish rots not from the head down but from the body up. Though likely 
hopeless—because the ability to become president diverges so radically 
from the ability to be president—it should not be unreasonable for 
citizens to demand a higher standard and lay out its elements. Among 
330 million people, you would think there would be at least one in 
whom these two abilities would coincide.

The skill to politic, manipulate, obfuscate, and evade, and talent in 
raising money, using people, tossing them overboard, and eating one’s 
young are assumed—unless a president obtains his position after a tur-
nip truck overturns on Pennsylvania Avenue or a circus cannon acciden-
tally shoots him through a window of the Oval Office (this may actually 
have happened). Keeping in mind that implied deficiencies fully pertain 
to both parties, consider some qualities a president should embody:

Reticence and Restraint. A president must strengthen the currency 
of his remarks by speaking rarely and concisely. Should he be royally 
enchanted by his own voice, as happens, he poisons the natural or-
der of precedence in a republic. Should he activate his powers indis-
criminately, promiscuously, on impulse, or without careful economy, 
it means he doesn’t comprehend either the risks or the correlation 
of forces in the challenges he faces. If because he mismanages valid 
powers he then exceeds his constitutional limitations due to what he 
presents as the force majeure of superior morals acting upon a flexible 
Constitution, he is doubly guilty.

Humility. The nation’s capital reeks of false humility the way it once 
did of tanneries. This is because politicians are actually an inferior spe-
cies that, though it knows it is expected to have genuine humility, does 
not. They learn from their successes that they are great, and from their 
failures that the world is insufficiently appreciative of their brilliance. In 
my view, this makes nearly all of them certifiable, which in turn makes 
accusations in this regard against President Trump moot other than as 
a matter of degree. (That no such accusations were leveled against Presi-
dent Obama was like a reverse miracle of the loaves.)

In regard to anyone who upon lifting his finger can move armies 
and fleets, humility enables the recognition that no matter what he 

does or decides, some or many will suffer and some or many may die; 
that his judgments may be wrong, and yet he must make them; that 
the matters he judges have passed through filter after filter until the 
flesh and blood from which they are pressed appear as merely abstract; 
that life is tragedy, unavoidably; and that if, like so many of his pre-
decessors, he does not suffer what Winston Churchill called “stress of 
soul,” not only has he failed, but he is dangerous.

Deep and disciplined learning. as the academy has 
proven beyond a doubt, learning is neither wisdom nor in-
telligence nor common sense. These qualities, however, are 

wonderfully amplified by an internally held stock of knowledge and 
practice in judging its truth and value. Although he may be an expert 
in one thing or another, a president must have more than a passing 
acquaintance with history, economics, the Constitution, law, military 
strategy, science, and, yes, literature, for it is the glass of human nature. 
And familiarity with it might also prompt a chief executive to mur-
der in their cradles the products of painfully mediocre speechwriters, 
whose groaning platitudes and clichés cheapen discourse, numb be-
hinds, and circle about the point like a drunk trying to thread a needle.

When a president wildly misstates facts, cannot speak grammati-
cally, repeats himself like an obsessive compulsive parrot, and draws a 
blank at the mention of arcane historical examples such as the Ameri-
can Revolution or the Second World War, one begins to wonder, 
breathlessly. Woodrow Wilson was a chronically supercilious scholar, 
and it didn’t do the nation any good. A president need not be a scholar, 
but only to have been curious early on about what is in the world and 
how it works, and to have labored long and hard to satisfy that curi-
osity in the light of truth. Only that will augment his other qualities 
sufficiently to deal with the great array of problems he faces at the 
highest level.

Courage. Courage is in many ways its own learning of the other vir-
tues. It enables one to see and follow truth when immense pressures and 
forces are arrayed against it. It allows adherence to sound and funda-
mental principles that have been abandoned or betrayed, and it blesses 
defiance of external, spiritual, and circumstantial enemies that inspire 
others to surrender. Perhaps most of all, courage enables a president to 
reckon with the most important thing he must know: that his is a sacri-
ficial office. For a president cannot be worthy or good unless he under-
stands that despite his personal privileges, the fawning, and the awe, in 
light of his responsibilities his person has been reduced to nil. To see 
clearly, he must in his own eyes account for nothing. This, the true mark 
of greatness, is most difficult, we have not seen it in a long time, we are 
not likely to see it soon, and we certainly do not see it now.
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“A deft, accessible, and in-depth account of the 
Islamic Republic, Iran Rising helps us to better 

understand an important country that continues 
to defy easy classification.”

—Mehran Kamrava, 
author of The Impossibility of Palestine

Cloth  $29.95

“Revealing the sordid underbelly of a globalized 
trading system, this book is a must-read for all 
who are concerned with our collective future.”

—Frances Beinecke, former president of the 
Natural Resources Defense Council

Cloth  $29.95

“Enlightening as well as fun to read, William 
Silber’s The Story of Silver reminds us that the 
economic history of the world is inseparable 

from the history of this precious metal.”
—Robert J. Shiller, 

Nobel Laureate in Economics

Cloth  $29.95

“Compelling. . . . A specific, targeted, and 
nuanced exploration of how the Korean War and 

Cold War-era battlefield moved inside and became 
a new ‘struggle of political legitimacy waged within 

human psyches, souls, and desires.’”
—Kirkus Reviews

“Keith E. Whittington has written 
the best of the recent books on free 

speech and higher education.”
—James Stoner, 
Law and Liberty

Cloth  $24.95

“The Final Act offers by far the most 
comprehensive history of a critical turning point 

in modern international diplomacy.”
—Thomas Borstelmann, author of The 1970s: 

A New Global History from Civil Rights to 
Economic Inequality

Cloth  $35.00
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