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Firearm Fear

I thoroughly enjoyed James Lileks’s

analysis of what is and is not a pho-

bia (“Fear of Fear Itself,” August

24). Regarding his reference to the

genuine fear of firearms we see so

often on the left, may I submit a term

that has seen usage in Second

Amendment circles? “Hoplophobia”

(hoplo-, weapon) combines the two

Greek roots to describe an abnormal

fear of weapons, typically firearms.

The term was coined in the 1970s by

Colonel Jeff Cooper, who developed and taught what is known as the “modern

technique of the pistol,” which involves a two-handed grip and the use of

sights. With a bachelor’s degree in political science from Stanford, a master’s

in history from the University of California, Riverside, and two stints in the

Marine Corps, serving in both World War II and the Korean War, Colonel

Cooper was eminently qualified to give this abnormal fear a name.

Timothy Wheeler

Upland, Calif.

Socialist Education

As usual, Kevin D. Williamson does an excellent job in his piece on the mys-

teriously enduring appeal of Karl Marx (“The Celestial Afterlife of Karl

Marx,” August 24). I take but one exception:

Williamson says that Marxism is “making a little bit of a comeback among

American progressives who have put out of their minds the 100 million corpses

produced by socialism in the 20th century, along with the corpses socialism

continues to produce in the 21st.” This would be true only if these deaths had

ever been in the minds of today’s so-called progressives.

But that assumes they know the history on the topic. My son, now a freshman

in college, certainly never learned about any of the horrors of socialism or com-

munism during his twelve years in our public schools. How many of the way-

ward youths currently rioting in the streets, attacking and disparaging police,

have any idea of what’s happened in the world, other than that U.S. history is a

shameful cauldron of racism, slavery, and oppression?

This is not to excuse the historical illiteracy of those who topple statues and

fawn at the likes of AOC and Bernie Sanders; the truth is out there for those

who seek it. But I’m afraid Mr. Williamson is mistaken if he believes that even

1 percent of today’s American “progressives” know what socialism did in

actual practice.

Steve D. McLin

Walnut Creek, Calif.
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Standing Up for Faith & Freedom

When: Friday, October 2 to Saturday, October 3, 2020  (Registration begins at 12:00 p.m.)

Where: Young America’s Foundation National Headquarters

Cost: $20 per student (includes materials, two night hotel stay, and four meals)

To Register:    Please visit www.yaf.org/events/faith-freedom-seminar

For more information contact Conference Director Jolie Ballantyne 
at 800-USA-1776 or jballantyne@yaf.org.  

Reclaiming Your Catholic Campus from the SJW’s
Students at Catholic high schools and colleges are invited to a two-day seminar hosted by 

Young America’s Foundation.  �e purpose of the seminar is to help young people advance ideas—
especially regarding life, marriage, and social justice—on their campuses.  

——  All attendees will receive a copy of the Catechism of the Catholic Church  ——

Learn how to advance ideas on your Catholic campus from these top speakers:

Trent Horn, Catholic Answers Rev. Robert Sirico, 
president of the Acton Institute

Dr. Paul Kengor, 
Grove City College

Jeanne Mancini, 
M arch for Life 

Ron Robinson, president of 
Young America’s Foundation

Rachel Campos-Du�y, 
Fox News Contributor
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The Week
� Jerry Falwell Jr. got a $10.5 million severance from Liberty,

payable in a golden calf.

� The shooting of Jacob Blake by Kenosha, Wis., police led to

riots well before the key facts were known; indeed, as we go to

press more than a week later, much remains unclear. The out-

line of what happened, though, is finally coming into view.

Police were called to the scene by a woman who said Blake

had taken her keys and was not supposed to be there, and they

knew there was a warrant for his arrest stemming from charges

of third-degree sexual assault, trespassing, and disorderly

conduct in connection with domestic abuse. He resisted arrest,

at one point putting an officer in a headlock; was tased twice

without effect; and at some point drew a knife. In a viral video,

he’s seen walking around an SUV—which evidently did not

belong to him, though three of his kids were seated in the

back—and opening the driver’s-side door as two officers fol-

low him closely with their guns drawn. An officer grabs his

arm, Blake bends over toward the car’s interior, and the officer

shoots him seven times in the back, paralyzing him. This was

a complicated, dangerous situation with many variables in

play, including a lethal weapon and children, and we hope

investigators fill in the missing details so that the legal system

can judge whether the shooting was justified.

�Three nights after the shooting, CNN ran a chyron claiming the

protests in Kenosha were “fiery but mostly peaceful,” while the

channel’s gas-mask-clad correspondent explained that the law-

lessness stood in “stark contrast” to the peaceful demonstrations

that defined daytime hours. Fires raged amid a graveyard of

destroyed vehicles in the background. There’s nothing wrong

with pointing out that lawful protests preceded the chaos, but

when Rome is burning, it seems beside the point to note that it

was not on fire earlier that day. 

� Kyle Rittenhouse, a 17-year-old from Antioch, Ill., should

not have put himself into the middle of Kenosha’s civil unrest,

standing guard after a curfew had gone into effect with an AR-

15. In a chaotic scene captured on numerous videos, he wound

up discharging that weapon at several people, killing two and

injuring one; he has been charged with numerous offenses

ranging from first-degree intentional homicide to bearing a

dangerous weapon as a minor. It’s far from clear, however, that

Rittenhouse committed murder rather than legally defended

himself: A close analysis of the available footage suggests that

each shooting incident began with Rittenhouse running away

as protesters chased him and that he fired only when his pur-

suers closed in, each one apparently attacking him or trying to

take his gun. It is legal to use lethal force to prevent an attacker

from causing death or serious injury, and Rittenhouse’s

lawyers have a case to make; but it is far better, when possible,

to avoid such situations entirely.

� Shortly after the guillotine debuted in revolutionary France,

it appeared in America as a political prop. One journalist

described a dinner of Jeffersonians at which a pig, standing in

for Louis XVI, was decapitated, “then carried around to each of

the convives who, after placing the liberty cap upon [it], pro-

nounced the word tyrant and gave the poor little grunter’s head

a chop with his knife.” Prop guillotines have now reappeared:

one with an effigy of President Trump outside the White House;

another with an effigy of Jeff Bezos outside his house. The

Chicago Teachers Union issued a bizarre tweet about the latter:

“We are completely frightened by, completely impressed by

and completely in support of wherever this is headed.” Sounds

like some teachers need to retake AP European History. Can

some students of AP American History recall a time when Sarah

Palin was criticized for a mailing that drew crosshairs over

Democratic congressional districts?

� The Sierra Club has decided that, based on some unflattering

descriptions of Native Americans and black people in his personal

writings, revered naturalist John Muir is to be scrubbed from its

annals. Muir, known as the “father of the national parks,” was a

Scottish-American naturalist, a conservationist, and the first

president of the club. He was instrumental in the establishment of

Yosemite as a national park, and the Sierra Nevada was his true

love. Donald E. Worster, a recent biographer of Muir, strongly

opposed the Sierra Club’s decision, saying it is “ignoring . . . [the]

full context” of Muir’s writings, the objectionable parts of which

were private observations about a few individuals he met in his

travels and not public stances on entire races. The remarks, objec-

tionable as they are, are insufficient reason to sully the name of a

Portland mayor Ted
Wheeler—see page 12.
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ou are at war with one of the most potentially 
deadly viruses the world has ever faced, the vicious 

COVID-19 infection, the coronavirus.

It has killed more than 100,000 Americans.

It has left panicked Americans afraid to leave their 

homes.

You need a powerful response — and it’s in Dr. 

Crandall’s new bestseller Fight Back: Beat the 

Coronavirus.

Fight Back may be the most important book you’ll 

read now . . . and for years to come!

Written by renowned cardiologist and New York Times 

bestselling author Dr. Chauncey W. Crandall, Fight Back: 

Beat the Coronavirus gives you the information you 
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to worry 

 The danger of being obese and catching the 
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 How to get tested and which tests you really 
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 How to treat the symptoms of COVID-19
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 How to travel safely (don’t become a hermit, 
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Get the Best Protection Guide
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Online:
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THE WEEK

tive longer than Kennedy, 39, has been alive—and blood lines.

For over 70 years, Kennedys have felt entitled to political office

in Massachusetts, and for all that time voters have indulged them.

No longer. Perhaps the charm began to break in 2010, when

David Gergen asked Republican Scott Brown how he could sit in

Ted Kennedy’s seat—the last of the first generation had just

died—and vote against Obamacare. Brown replied, “With all due

respect, this is not Ted Kennedy’s seat, or the Democrats’ seat—

it is the people’s seat.” Well, one out of two ain’t bad.

�QAnon is a theory, expounded by a social-media poster writing

as “Q,” that there is a vast conspiracy of Satanic pedophiles,

including prominent Democrats and George Soros, which

President Trump is valiantly battling. Asked about it at a press

conference, Alfred E. Neuman in the White House shrugged. “I

don’t know much about the movement, other than I understand

they like me very much, which I appreciate.” He appreciates indi-

vidual QAnon-ers too. After one such, Marjorie Taylor Greene,

won a primary for a safe red congressional seat in Georgia,

Trump hailed her victory with a tweet: “Marjorie is strong on

everything and never gives up—a real WINNER!” QAnon

makes the John Birch Society look good in retrospect. There

really was such a thing as international Communism; the

Birchers erred in supposing that Dwight Eisenhower was its

agent. QAnon slimes those it dislikes by linking them to campfire

bugaboos. And the president of the United States doesn’t care, so

long as he might pick up a few fans.

�When Deirdre Byrne, a retired surgeon and Army colonel and

a Catholic nun, said that the Biden-Harris ticket supports “the

horrors of late-term abortion and infanticide,” the Washington

Post’s fact-checker quickly called foul, claiming that Biden

wishes merely to “codify in statute the Supreme Court’s land-

mark ruling in Roe v. Wade and related precedents.” But there’s

the rub: The Court’s “related precedents” include Doe v. Bolton,

Roe’s companion case, which carves out an exemption for abor-

tion, even late in pregnancy, to preserve a woman’s “emotional”

health. It’s an exemption so broad that it effectively legalizes

abortion at any point so long as an abortionist claims it’s neces-

sary. The bills that Biden and his running mate have sponsored in

the Senate would enshrine Roe’s expansive health exemptions in

law (Harris’s bill takes care to instruct that all terms in the law

should be interpreted “liberally”). The fact-checkers might bleat

that the Democrats’ “reproductive health” stance—which

includes repealing the Hyde amendment so as to direct federal

dollars without restriction toward abortion—should not be mis-

construed to encompass late-term abortions. But all evidence

points to the contrary, and at no time this century has either Biden

or Harris stated where he or she would restrict the right to termi-

nate an unborn human being’s life. We invite Joe Biden to stop

hiding behind the fact-checkers and correct the record on this

matter. That he won’t is telling.

� The Senate Intelligence Committee released the fifth and final

volume of its investigation into Russia and the 2016 election. The

report is nothing if not exhaustive, clocking in at nearly 1,000

pages. It is also a model of congressional oversight, getting on the

record as much as possible about the 2016 election, including

facts inconvenient to both sides. If the report adds details, its basic

conclusions aren’t surprising—the Trump team lacked scruples,

man who strove to remind all people—no matter their race or

class—of nature’s beauty.

�At August’s end, we were losing about 1,000 Americans a day

to the coronavirus, but the trend over the month was a slow

decline. New cases have been dropping even faster. During this

relative lull, public officials should be preparing for some fore-

seeable challenges. Pushing back election-certification deadlines

in anticipation of a surge in mail-in voting is one. Developing

guidelines for the distribution of any COVID vaccine is another;

front-line medical personnel and essential workers in high-density

areas should presumably have priority. It’s also worth keeping in

mind how little we still know about the novel coronavirus,

including the efficacy of cloth masks in preventing its transmis-

sion, its lingering effects in non-fatal cases, and the role of warm

weather in tamping it down. There are no grounds for compla-

cency about the future course of the disease, and until we know

it, the economy is unlikely to return to its previous health.

� Accepting his nomination at the Democratic National Con -

vention, Joseph Biden gave a short, simple, and rather passionate

speech. Trump supporters should learn from it the dangers of sug-

gesting that he is senile: a low bar is easily surmounted. Biden’s

speech was short on specifics, consisting of a recitation of ele-

mentary civic principles, which he claimed the president scorns.

The most resonant line in it was this: “While I’ll be a Democratic

candidate, I will be an American president. I’ll work hard for

those who didn’t support me, as hard for them as I did for those

who did vote for me.” A President Biden, however hard he works,

will govern as a Democrat, and an increasingly progressive one

as his party moves left. That is simple political reality. President

Trump, on the other hand, has shown himself incapable of utter-

ing such sentiments away from a teleprompter. That is simple

personal reality. It is always unwise to cede ordinary pieties to

one’s opponents.

� “Clinton campaign ponders: What if Trump campaign doesn’t

concede?” So went the headline of an Associated Press story

from late October 2016. The story detailed preparations the

Hillary Clinton presidential campaign was making in the event,

then thought likely, that its candidate would win, while account-

ing for the possibility that Donald Trump, her opponent, would

make good on his frequent labeling of the election as “rigged” by

refusing to admit defeat. Election Day brought a different out-

come. Four years later, Clinton herself is urging that Democratic

presidential nominee Joe Biden “should not concede under any

circumstances.” In her view, Trump can win only by “either sup-

pressing or stopping voting, or outright intimidating people into

feeling that they have to go with the strong guy to stand up

against all these threats that Trump is going to gin up to scare peo-

ple.” She is not alone in attempting in advance to cast a disfa-

vored electoral outcome as illegitimate. As in 2016, Trump is

doing the same. Our political system has its flaws, but at least it’s

better than our politicians.

� In Massachusetts, Senator Edward Markey thrashed Repre -

sentative Joseph Kennedy III in a primary for Markey’s Senate

seat, 54 percent to 46 percent. The two Democrats agreed on

every issue. The only differences between them were age—

Markey, 74, has been in Congress as a senator and a representa-
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was amateurish, and, in Paul Manafort, had a sleazy, Russia-

connected operator at the top, but it didn’t conspire with the

Russians. Meanwhile, the FBI was too credulous about the shoddy

Steele dossier. The committee has finished its work on 2016 just

in time to prepare to investigate whatever emerges from 2020.

�The Federal Reserve concluded a lengthy review of its policies

by announcing two changes. The first one is welcome: The Fed

will no longer try to keep unemployment from falling too low. It

will no longer, that is, assume that low unemployment will foster

inflation. The second is trickier. The Fed’s target of 2 percent

annual inflation will now be an “average” target. Averaged over

how long a period? The Fed says it will be “flexible.” But if the

Fed makes up for 1 percent inflation during a recession with 3

percent inflation during a recovery, all it will be doing is making

the business cycle more pronounced. We would have preferred

for the Fed to bind itself firmly to a sensible rule that tends to sta-

bilize cyclical swings—such as a rule to keep spending levels

rising at a steady level. What the Fed is doing is subtracting pre-

dictability from the economy rather than adding to it.

� The Golden State’s slide into chaos continued apace this sum-

mer, with its riots, fires, water shortages, misgovernment, and

other woes being crowned by a wave of rolling blackouts. Toward

the end of August, the state’s three largest utilities cut off more

than 400,000 customers. A decline in wind-power output con-

tributed to the blackouts, as did California’s limited effort to tap

out-of-state sources for electricity. California’s grid and electricity

supply have known shortcomings, but the cause of this specific

outage remains, at the moment, unknown. The New York Times

reports that California’s energy experts are “bewildered” at the

decision to cut off all those customers, and that the state “had

plenty of power available.” There is some reason to worry that

the new political norms emerging from the coronavirus epi-

demic have emboldened highly risk-averse bureaucrats to order

intensely disruptive courses of action when they are not clearly

called for. California’s list of man-made—government-made—

disasters is long and woeful. Former Wells Fargo CEO Dick

Kovacevich worries that California “could implode within a gen-

eration,” and U-Haul traffic from California to Arizona and

Nevada is brisk. Darkness falls metaphorically and, in the case of

California’s electricity consumers, literally. 

�One of the hallmarks of a bad tax is that the taxing authority has

to devise extreme measures to enforce it. Confronted with the

reality that some of the richest Californians might simply leave the

state if plans to impose a wealth tax on those with assets of $30

million or more go through, the proposed levy’s architects are

planning to ensure, as someone once sang, that “you can check out

any time you like, but you can never leave.” Well, not for up to ten

years, anyway. In essence, former Californians would still be

liable for 90 percent of the wealth tax in the year after they quit

the state, 80 percent the year after that, and so on. Leaving aside

the considerable moral case against wealth taxes (not to speak of

privacy concerns), they also appear to be counterproductive.

Whether or not the proposed extraterritorial application of a

Californian wealth tax would stand up in the courts, it would

likely lead to an exodus of the rich or those who hope to become

rich—and they would take a lot of other tax revenue with them.

There is a reason why almost all the European countries that used

to have wealth taxes have gotten rid of them. To be fair, however,

there is one country that is contemplating introducing a wealth

tax, that model of sober finance better known as Argentina. And

even Argentina is promising that it will be a one-off. 

�Steve Bannon—the former Trump adviser, Breitbart publisher,

and champion of “populism”—was indicted for orchestrating a

fraud. Citizens gave money that they thought was going to the

building of a border wall, but the prosecution says it ended up

lining the pockets of Bannon & Co. In a cinematic touch that the

sometime movie producer must at some level have appreciated,

Bannon was arrested on a billionaire’s yacht. Around the same

time, the Senate Intelligence Committee issued a report that,

in a footnote, recorded that Bannon had put down Donald

Trump Jr. to its investigators as “a guy who believes everything

on Breitbart is true.” Bannon and his allies have long insisted

that elites have nothing but contempt for conservative citizens,

and they have done their best to prove it.

� Seventeen days after asking Jerry Falwell Jr. to take a leave of

absence as president and chancellor, Liberty University sought and

accepted his resignation. Long-simmering speculation about his

private life blew up when in a statement he said that his wife had

had “an inappropriate personal relationship” with a former busi-

ness partner, Giancarlo Granda. Speaking to a Reuters reporter a

few days later, Granda described a years-long affair more sordid

than that. From the beginning of his tenure, Falwell had made

little effort to observe the decorum that the Christian university

expects of its campus community. His insouciance soon crossed

the line into arrogance and even contempt. In his 13 years at the

helm, Liberty’s wealth had grown, although recently applications

had been declining and acceptance rates rising. The board of

trustees has hired a forensic firm to investigate the university’s

operations during his tenure. In a statement, the board acknowl-

edges the damage and reaffirms its “commitment to the spiritual

mission of Liberty University,” a mission in need of recovering.

�Netflix was shamed into revising its advertising campaign for

the French film Cuties, directed by Maïmouna Doucouré. The

film is about the sexualization of young girls in popular culture,

and Netflix apparently could not resist becoming part of the

problem, distributing an image of young girls wearing skimpy

outfits, posing provocatively, and twerking. The lead actress in

the film, Fathia Youssouf, is eleven years old. Critics com-

plained that the film was an effort to “normalize pedophilia.”

This is a recurring problem for artists, from Vladimir Nabokov

to Bernardo Bertolucci: How to explore the legitimate issue of

prurience without being positively prurient, or at least unneces-

sarily prurient? Not very many good answers have been found

for that question, but the marketing goofs at Netflix (we reserve

judgment about the film itself) do not even seem to have tried,

and instead have galloped in the opposite direction, toward soft-

core pornography. It is not as if Netflix were a steely defender of

artistic independence: It has been only too eager to accommo-

date censors and bigots. (Try watching Seven Years in Tibet on

Netflix in China.) In this case, at least, it accommodated good

taste and decency.

� In today’s Russia, it takes a brave man to oppose President

Vladimir Putin, and Alexei Navalny is one of the bravest. He has
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been arrested for organizing demonstrations and has served too

many short-term prison sentences to be counted. More than that,

he has publicized how those in a position to steal public funds do

so with impunity and all the apparatus of a police state to back

them up. In the current parliament, all 450 members are Putin

supporters, but elections next year might give Navalny a chance

to break the unanimity, which was reason enough to be rid of

him. On a long-distance flight from Siberia to Moscow, he drank

a cup of tea and became comatose. An air ambulance took him to

Berlin, where the doctors in the Charité hospital confirmed that he

had been poisoned and they were giving him atropine. Poison is a

signature of the Putin era, as Alexander Litvinenko or Sergei

Skripal could confirm: Only Boris Nemtsov, a Putin opponent as

democratic as Navalny, was gunned down, right in front of the

Kremlin. Navalny may survive, but one of the German doctors

says that the possibility of long-term effects “cannot be excluded.”

�The United States backs Juan Guaidó, the leader of the demo-

cratic opposition in Venezuela. He has put his neck on the line

to dislodge the dictatorship of Nicolás Maduro, Hugo Chávez’s

successor. In the U.S. Senate, Rand Paul (R., Ky.) was grilling

Elliott Abrams, the State Department’s special representative

for Venezuela. Noting that Guaidó is a socialist, Paul asked,

“What do you say as to replacing one socialist with another in

Venezuela?” Abrams answered that there have long been

socialist governments among our allies—during the Cold War

and now. What matters is that they are democratic. The problem

with the Maduro regime, said Abrams, is that it is “a vicious,

brutal, murderous dictatorship,” which is causing problems not

only for the starving and pulverized Venezuelan people but also

for neighboring countries. Abrams did an exemplary job in stat-

ing the elementary. 

�Chinese officials might now block U.S. investors from buying

TikTok, the popular video-sharing app that the Trump adminis-

tration has targeted as a national-security threat. Recent months

have seen the growth of bipartisan concern that the Chinese-

owned app provides Americans’ user data to Beijing. Unless a

deal is reached by September 20, an executive order banning the

app will take effect. But under new rules issued by the Chinese

government, companies that want to export certain technologies

are required to seek approval from provincial governments. In

effect, this imposes a delay on the approval of any potential deal

and leaves its fate up to the CCP. The latest news confirms what

has been clear all along: TikTok parent company ByteDance, and

all of its products, are beholden to the Chinese Communist Party.

� Several times in the 1990s, the Norwegian Nobel Committee

seemed poised to give the Nobel Peace Prize to Wei Jingsheng,

the Chinese dissident. Each time, the Chinese government

warned the Norwegian government that this had better not

happen. (The committee is independent from the government,

but foreign governments seldom understand this.) The commit-

tee also seemed poised to give the prize to Wang Dan, another

Chinese dissident. Finally, in 2010, it awarded a third Chinese

dissident, Liu Xiaobo, the leader of the democracy movement

in that country. Liu was a political prisoner at the time, and he

would die that way, in 2017. Beijing retaliated against Oslo for

the prize to Liu in various ways. The Chinese froze relations

between the two countries. In recent days, the Chinese foreign

minister, Wang Yi, has traveled to Oslo, warning the Norwegian

government that the Nobel committee had better not award

democracy protesters in Hong Kong. That is a good idea, now

that Wang mentions it. So is a prize relating to the plight of the

Uyghur people.

� The British patriotic anthems “Rule, Britannia” and “Land of

Hope and Glory” have been censored by the BBC for their

(allegedly) “racist” and (mildly) “imperialist” overtones. Both

are usually sung at the popular “Last Night of the Proms” concert

every year, but this time only instrumental versions will be per-

formed. A small number of complaints to the BBC by activists

was enough to force this change even though a recent poll by

YouGov showed that only 16 percent of the British public backs

the decision. One of the complaints came from Chi-chi

Nwanoku, founder of a majority-minority orchestra in the U.K.

She alleged that the lyric “Britons never shall be slaves” “implies

that it’s okay for others to be slaves but not us.” Never mind that

many scholars have noted that the Royal Navy, which is the

object of celebration in “Rule Britannia,” is the most formidable

enemy slavery has ever known. Thomas Sowell writes of the

navy’s global war on slavery that “it would be hard to think of

any other crusade pursued so relentlessly for so long by any

nation, at such mounting costs, without any economic or other

tangible benefit to itself.” The cancellation of these lyrics has

demonstrated once again that the woke mob is all too happy to

read fictions into history, and facts out of it.

� The commissars of enlightenment have also arrived at the

British Library, which has committed itself to becoming a

“truly anti-racist organization,” something that will have

relieved those members of the staff who signed a letter claiming

that there was a “racial emergency” within those book-lined

� For the second time in his career, Shinzo Abe resigned as

prime minister of Japan. He is citing health reasons. The first

time, in 2007, after serving little over a year, Abe stepped

down following an election in which his Liberal Democratic

Party suffered major losses. A string of scandals and elec-

toral defeats brought down five successors in five years,

until Abe again took office in 2012. During his second

term, he pushed a more active

defense policy, eschewing the

pacifism that has character-

ized Japan since World War

II. His signature domestic

policy of “Abenomics,”

which combined structural

economic reform with fiscal

and monetary stimulus, saw

some success in revitalizing

a weak Japanese economy.

Perhaps his most enduring

legacy will be continuity:

Abe’s eight years in

office mark the most

for any Japanese

prime minister. 
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make awkward conversation. How effective this innovation will

be at finding lifelong partners from within a narrow group is

unclear, but it seems likely to work better than the usual remedies

of self-help books and life coaches. As the Yiddish saying goes:

Ein mama dergreykht mer vi a hundert lerers. (One mother

achieves more than a hundred teachers.)

� “I played in his gym one

summer,” Phoenix Suns

coach Monty Williams said

of John Thompson, “and he

cussed me out because I was-

n’t doing something right,

and man, it was an honor. . . .

Coach didn’t talk to every-

one like that.” The son of a

father who could neither read

nor write and valued educa-

tion and discipline perhaps

all the more, John Thompson

Jr. attended Catholic schools

in his hometown, Washing ton, D.C., and shone on the basketball

court at Provi dence College in the early 1960s. After a couple of

seasons backing up Bill Russell on the Boston Celtics, he

returned to D.C. to coach basketball at a Catholic high school. He

moved crosstown to Georgetown University in 1972. He turned

its woeful program around fast. He compiled a .714 winning per-

centage in 27 years with the Hoyas, leading them to 24 consecu-

tive postseason appearances and a national championship in

1984. He was enshrined in the Basketball Hall of Fame in 1999.

A personal mentor as well as a coach to a generation of basketball

greats, including Patrick Ewing and Allen Iverson, Thompson

combined paternal toughness with unsentimental warmth. Dead

at 78. R.I.P.

� DJ Jaffe devoted his professional life to helping the most

severely mentally ill—the 4 percent of the population battling

such diseases as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. When it

fell to him to care for his schizophrenic sister-in-law, he con-

fronted the horrific conditions of a dysfunctional mental-health

system that prioritized treating the worried well while leaving

the most incapacitated to wander the streets unmedicated and

often delusional. From that time, he became a relentless, impas-

sioned advocate, never losing hope even amid years-long

legislative and bureaucratic battles to focus resources on the

patients who need it most. A lifelong left-winger—ponytailed

and “to the left of Bernie,” as he put it—he cheerfully worked

with conservatives (including those at NATIONAL REVIEW) and

anyone anywhere who, like him, wished to make “treatment

before tragedy” the guiding principle of mental-health care. He

played a key role in the passage of Kendra’s Law in New York,

which created the most effective outpatient treatment program

in the country, and, on a federal level, the 21st Century Cures

Act, which incorporated the Helping Families in Mental Health

Crisis Act, increasing the number of psychiatric hospital beds.

Mental Illness Policy Org., the organization he founded, and his

landmark book Insane Consequences: How the Mental Health

Industry Fails the Mentally Ill, will long continue to provide

much-needed analysis and compassionate insight. Dead from

leukemia, age 65. R.I.P.

walls. Mercifully, no books will be burned, but it appears that

changes will be made to various displays in order to help

“decolonize” the library’s collection. So far, this appears to

have mainly consisted of relabeling some of the busts in the

library’s Front Hall, but it will be surprising if it stops there.

Karl Marx, who spent countless hours writing and researching

in the reading rooms of the British Museum (which then

housed the British Library’s collection), would, doubtless,

have been amused.

� The frequent knock on Canadians is not really a knock at

all: They are stereotyped as exceedingly polite and deferen-

tial, especially when compared with their boisterous neigh-

bors to the south. It is often unfair to generalize broadly about

any group. But it is still true that Canada has largely lived up

to its strikingly placid founding aims of “peace, order, and

good government” since the Constitution Act of 1867 estab-

lished it as a separate polity. One of the men who deserve at

least some credit for this is Sir John Alexander Macdonald,

the first (and third) prime minister, who played a large role in

establishing the young nation. Thus it was somewhat surpris-

ing when, in late August, vandals tore down a statue of

Macdonald in Montreal, in a strikingly un-Canadian display.

(The same statue was de capitated in 1992.) Like most historical

figures, Macdonald is not without blemish; the Canadian gov-

ernment’s policy under his direction of forcibly enrolling thou-

sands of indigenous children in state-run boarding schools,

where many were abused and some died, was truly egregious.

But one would think that a nation as mature as Canada would be

able to reckon soberly with its past rather than succumb to

Jacobin histrionics.

� The Scots, it scarcely need be said, are a proud and indepen-

dent people, with a nation and an identity stretching back well

over a millennium. Imagine the reaction, then, when it was

revealed that some 27,000 articles in the Scots-language sec-

tion of Wikipedia had been “written” by an American teenager

who was not Scottish, did not speak the language, and created

his articles by running English-language Wikipedia entries

through an online translator that imitates a stereotypical

Scottish accent and vocabulary. The effect is jarring, like play-

ing a Mozart sonata on bagpipes, and it’s not clear why so few

of the heirs of David Hume and Adam Smith noticed that a

large number of Scots Wikipedia pages were written in gibber-

ish. The perpetrator, who began his pseudolinguistic activities

when he was twelve, has apologized profusely and revealed

that he has obsessive-compulsive disorder. He has invited

users to delete all his entries, but administrators say it could

take years to clean everything up. Somewhere, Samuel Johnson

is laughing.

� An Atlanta entrepreneur has founded a dating website for

Jewish singles that, like challah, comes with a twist: The matches

will be set up by the participants’ mothers. This might not sound

like much of an improvement on the traditional unannounced-

Friday-night-dinner-guest method, but it promises to work bet-

ter in several ways: All negotiation can be done online; the

prospective lovebirds won’t have any parents around to kibitz;

and, perhaps best of all, the date will be paid for in advance by

the mothers. All the happy couple need to do is show up andA
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the convention, and in his own norm-busting brief appearance,

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo spoke from Jerusalem. 

Much effort was devoted to trying to warm up Trump’s

image, but it’s doubtful that Republicans are going to convince

anyone who’s not already a true believer that the president is a

nice guy. 

They also mostly sidestepped COVID, failing to detail what

has gone into the federal response to this point and acting as if

the problem has already been solved. Outbreaks in the Sunbelt

have been on the wane, so perhaps the virus will loosen its grip

in the fall, but Trump is a hostage to fortune here, and even

more so given the lack of pushback against the Democratic

assault and the lack of interest in reassuring a public still on

edge about the disease.

Where the convention scored points was in filling in the

blanks of the Biden agenda—on China, taxes, energy, and

abortion, most prominently—after the Democratic convention

hardly discussed it. Biden and the Democrats had also left

Trump and the Republicans an enormous opening by not con-

demning looting and other violence in the cities at their conven-

tion, and the GOP, rightly, exploited it to the hilt.

A hallmark of the Republican event was that the non-politician

speakers were often more compelling than the politicians, and

none more so than Ann Dorn. The widow of a retired police offi-

cer, David Dorn, killed in St. Louis after responding to looting

at a friend’s pawn shop, she gave a wrenching account of her

loss and a moving appeal for peace. The country would be in a

better place if everyone took her words to heart.

The overwhelming theme that ran throughout the GOP con-

vention was that America is a great, lovely country that is

being run down by a Left that believes it has been rotten to the

core since the beginning. This is certainly true, from the 1619

Project to Black Lives Matter. Biden may not think this way,

but many of his allies do. How he navigates between keeping

the Democratic base engaged and energized and reassuring

swing voters, especially on questions of law and order, will

have much to do with whether the GOP convention will be

remembered as the moment when President Trump began a

comeback or not.

T
HE summer of riots ended on a deadly note. The shooting

of a black man, Jacob Blake, by police in Kenosha, Wis.,

was the pretext for nights of looting and arson. In the

course of it, Kyle Rittenhouse, a 17-year-old from nearby Illinois,

shot three rioters, two fatally. The ongoing uproar in Portland,

Ore., claimed a life when a member of Patriot Prayer, a right-

wing group, was shot and killed after a face-off between BLM

and Antifa activists and a caravan of Trump supporters. These

events are still under investigation as we go to press. In Wash -

ington, D.C., Trump supporters leaving the Republican National

Convention’s concluding night at the White House, including

Senator Rand Paul and economist Stephen Moore, were mobbed

by BLM demonstrators—small potatoes compared with the

death and destruction elsewhere, but symbolically troubling, and

meant to be so, nevertheless.

This grim summer has not seen the carnage that attended the

race riots of the Sixties or the beating of Rodney King, in which

dozens died and entire city centers were leveled, not to be rebuilt

for years, if ever (Detroit is still waiting). But we are seeing a

number of sinister trends all the same.

The protests and, soon enough, riots sparked by the killing

of George Floyd have coincided with a general spike in shoot-

ings, deadly and otherwise, as police, anxious not to find them-

selves in tomorrow’s headlines, exercise undue caution and

ordinary criminals seize the opportunity to act out. COVID-

induced cabin fever acts as lighter fluid to this already com-

bustible material.

The worst result, which already shows some signs of begin-

ning, would be for radicals of the Left and Right to fight in the

streets as if protesting were an ideological team sport. Protesters

too soon become mobs, and mobs even sooner become violent.

Serious politicians do their best to tamp incipient anarchy down.

Instead we have seen a parade of mayors—Portland’s Ted

Wheeler, Seattle’s Jenny Durkan—unable to run their cities.

President Trump, ever spoiling for a brawl, taunts them childishly

and cheers his side on, while the Democrats let their entire con-

vention pass without reproving disorder, speaking up afterward

only when they started to worry that silence might hurt them.

America needs responsible men and women at the helm; instead

it has opportunists, arsonists, and clowns.

The final ingredient of our witches’ brew is the approaching

election, as too many calculate whether and how violence, or

their response to it, will help or hurt them at the polls. Attention,

ladies and gentlemen: Order is the prerequisite of every other

social good. Without it liberty is chaos, justice is whim. It is time

to get back to basics. 

R
EPUBLICANS immediately followed up the Democrats’

virtual convention with one of their own. 

It was a very Trumpy affair. A family member got a

prime-time speaking slot every night, encompassing a wife,

two sons, two daughters, a daughter-in-law, and a son’s girl-

friend. Throughout the week, Trump shamelessly used his

presidential powers and the White House itself to add drama to
Donald Trump speaks on the first day of the Republican 

National Convention, August 24.

THE RIOTS

Justice in Order
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GOP CONVENTION

Trump Makes His Case
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How much of that shift was due to the

polls’ accurately measuring movement in

Trump’s direction, and how much to

pollsters’ being wrong all along? Con -

sider eleven competitive states where

Trump ended up outperforming his poll

standing as of August 31, 2016: Arizona,

Florida, Georgia, Iowa, Maine, Michigan,

New Hampshire, North Carolina, Ohio,

Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Trump

won nine of the eleven. Weighted by the

number of votes cast in each state,

Hillary’s poll lead across those states

shifted from 43.2 percent–39.6 percent on

August 31 to a 45 percent–45 percent tie

on Election Day. Voters in those states

went for Trump 48.9 percent–46.1

percent. Both candidates’ percentages

rose from late August to November,

reflecting undecided voters’ making up

their minds, but the final polls under -

estimated Trump by almost four points,

Hillary by only a point. 

At the end of August this year, Biden

was above 50 percent in only one of those

states (New Hampshire), but he was

between 47 percent and 49 percent in

eight others. Using the same weighted

average, Biden ended August up 47.8

percent to 45.2 percent, a smaller lead

than Hillary’s at the same point, but with

far fewer undecideds. If the race followed

precisely the same trajectory, Trump

would be up 51.4 percent to 49.8 percent

across these eleven states in the final

polling, 56 percent to 51 percent in the

actual voting. That is, obviously, mathe -

matically impossible, which illustrates

the difficulty of projecting a carbon copy

of 2016. But if every state moves pro -

portionately the same from its current

poll average as it did from August 31,

2016, to Election Day, 2016, then the

only 2016 Trump state that would flip to

Biden is Arizona. 

Consider as well the FiveThirtyEight

projection model, which is mostly just a

sophisticated way of systematically

interpreting the polls. At the end of

August, the model gave Biden a 67

percent chance of winning, his lowest

projection in the model since it was

rolled out in June; it had gone as high as

79 percent. He ended August lower than

either Hillary’s 74 percent at the end of

August 2016 or her 71 percent on

Election Day (although Hillary’s odds

were much more volatile, dropping to

nearly even with Trump’s at the end of

July and the end of September). The

W
ITH the conventions over,

the presidential race enters

the fall home stretch. A few

things are clear. Joe Biden

enters the fall as the leader over Donald

Trump in national and state-by-state polls.

That lead has eroded markedly since the

beginning of August. And this election

will be unlike any in American history. By

any reasonable estimate, Biden remains

the favorite to win. There are as many

things we don’t know, however, as things

we do know. We must take stock of the

known unknowns.

Begin with the polls. In the

RealClear Politics national poll average,

Biden has led Trump head-to-head

since entering the race. His largest lead

since clinching the nomination came on

June 24: 51 percent–41 percent. That’s

bigger than Hillary Clinton’s widest lead

of the general-election campaign, which

was 48 percent–40 percent on August 9,

2016. Moreover, Biden has repeatedly

nudged above the magic 50 percent mark,

whereas Hillary was never above 50

percent after March. Biden closed out

August up 50 percent–43 percent. One of

the strongest arguments that Trump will

have a harder time surprising the pollsters

in 2020 is that current polls show fewer

voters as undecided and available to

swing his way at the end. That is, if you

believe pollsters are accurately projecting

the electorate. 

Consider what happened in 2016. The

final RCP average in 2016 had Hillary

winning the national popular vote by 3.2

points, and she won it by 2.1 points.

Polling is, even at its best, not that precise

a science, so this is not a large under -

estimate of Trump. Presidential elections

are, however, state-by-state races. At the

end of August, the RCP state-by-state map

shows Biden leading Trump 337–201 in

the Electoral College, claiming Florida,

Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin,

and Arizona from Trump’s 2016 coalition.

At the same time in 2016, however, Hillary

led 362–176, a wider lead than Biden’s at

any time in the race. That closed to 272–

266 by Election Day; the final poll averages

got 46 states right but missed Trump’s

trifecta in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and

Michigan, while incorrectly showing

Trump ahead in Nevada.R
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EMOCRATS dodged several

bullets when they nominated

Joe Biden instead of Bernie

Sanders. One of the deadliest

was Medicare for All, the health-care

plan that Sanders championed. Biden’s

health-care ideas sound much more

attractive—at least before the election. If

he wins and tries to move them through

Congress, however, the Democrats may

find that those ideas are more troublesome

than they initially believed. 

Health care has been voters’ most press-

ing concern for most of President Trump’s

time in office, and opposition to Republi -

can attempts to reduce benefits was widely

seen as a key reason Democrats took con-

trol of the House of Representatives in the

2018 midterms. Sanders’s strong showing

in the 2016 Democratic presidential pri-

maries, and in the early 2020 primaries,

made advocates of Medicare for All think

their time was at hand. At various points

in the contest, other top-tier Democratic

candidates—Pete Buttigieg, Kamala

Harris, and Elizabeth Warren—endorsed

the idea of a “single payer” for all Ameri -

cans’ health care.

Two issues dashed the advocates’

hopes: cost and disruption. Enrolling

every one in a federal health-insurance

program would require a massive increase

in federal spending. Sanders was willing

to say that middle-class taxes would go

up, although lower out-of-pocket spend-

ing on health care would supposedly pro-

duce net savings. But even he couldn’t

specify enough tax increases to pay for

his plan, and the other Democrats refused

to acknowledge that the middle class

would pay higher taxes at all.

Medicare for All also entailed outlaw-

ing the private health-insurance plans that

cover most Americans, including plans

that unions have painstakingly negotiat-

ed. Polls always find that most Americans

are satisfied with their health insurance

and fear of Washington-imposed disrup-

tion to existing health arrangements has

model also projected 313 electoral votes

for Biden, down from 342 in late June; it

projected 321 for Hillary at the end of

August 2016, and 302 on Election Day.

FiveThirtyEight’s model recognizes

uncertainty; Nate Silver took a lot of heat

in 2016 for giving Trump nearly a one-

in-three chance of winning, as other

models were more skeptical. The erosion

in Biden’s standing in August and the

fact that he is now behind where Hillary

stood in the same model at the same

juncture offer Trump some cause for

hope of a repeat.

There are reasons to doubt, however,

that the trend will be the same. Un -

decideds tend to break against the in -

cumbent party; even if that doesn’t work

against Trump now, it is unlikely to

work as well in his favor as it did in

2016, when Democrats had held the

White House for eight years. Turnout in

2018 was historically high for a midterm

election, suggesting that the Democratic

coalition will not be as complacent as it

was in 2016. Pollsters have also strained

mightily to avoid 2016’s underestima -

tion of the share of white working-class

voters in the electorate, so Trump may be

picking up fewer voters who are off the

pollsters’ radar. Then again, in 2018 there

were still states where the final polls

significantly underestimated Republican

support. In states with both a Senate and

a governor’s race, Republicans exceeded

the final 2018 polls in Florida, Michigan,

Ohio, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and

Wisconsin. Trafalgar—the one pollster

who saw Trump’s surge in the Midwest

coming in 2016—is once again more

bullish on pro-Trump turnout.

Besides polls, there are two other

places we look for evidence of what is

likely to happen in November: hard

fundamental factors such as incumbency

and economic news, and unquantifiable

soft factors such as narratives, enthu -

siasm, and momentum. 

On the fundamental side, the eco -

nomic factors are a known unknown:

The situation is too unique to be reliably

measured against prior-year metrics, but

an elephant you can’t see is still an

elephant. No previous election has

featured an incumbent running amid an

abrupt election-year economic collapse,

stemming from noneconomic factors,

along with a strong stock market. That’s

before we factor in a possible sharp

recovery (or reversal) in GDP or

unemployment. An October announce -

ment of a coronavirus vaccine (all but

promised by Trump in his convention

speech) would be a wild card, while polls

showing weakening Trump support

among senior citizens amid the pandemic

are a grave warning light. Voter turnout in

a general election with unprecedented

levels of mail-in voting is also impossible

to project with more than guesswork. 

Biden is also a historically unique

challenger. At 77, he’s four years older

than Ronald Reagan in 1984, to date

the oldest candidate ever elected

(Trump is 74). Every incumbent presi -

dent to lose has been defeated either by

a fresh face on the national stage or in a

rematch with a prior opponent; a

challenger like Biden has never won.

He’s also the first major-party nominee

from a state so small that it has only

three electoral votes. 

Betting markets are a soft factor—they

represent the perceptions of a few rather

than the preferences of the many—but

they drew Trump nearly even by the end

of August. Enthusiasm is hard to measure,

given the asymmetry between the two

parties’ potential voter pools and the

social stigma around publicly supporting

Trump. The campaign narratives seem to

suggest that Trump had a major rebound in

August. Trump built his campaign around

a strong economy and an opposing party

in thrall to identity politics and enamored

of socialism; it wan’t until the waves of

rioting that Republicans settled on a

message other than mocking Biden’s age.

And the Republican convention fired up

its partisans more than the Democrats’

did, whether or not that lasts.

Even if Biden wins, a Trump revival in

the fall could have major consequences.

Parties that see the bottom drop out down

the stretch, such as the Re publicans in

2008 and the Democrats in 1980, tend to

get brutalized further down the ticket. The

opposite happened when Republicans

rallied late in losing causes in 1976 and

1996. Even if the GOP is unlikely to

retake the House, and although there are

few marquee governor’s races, the fall

elections will decide control of the Senate

and of the state legislatures that will

draw a decade’s worth of congressional

and state legislative districts. That

means that Republicans who don’t think

much of Donald Trump’s chances

should still be hoping for the best from

the unknown.
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that portray any cost controls as attacks on

patients’ access to care. They have also

pushed legislation that purports to solve

the problem by paying providers even

more. Many congressmen have backed

that legislation. Some of them are also co-

sponsors of Medicare for All.

Congress, in short, has no appetite for

cutting funds to doctors and hospitals.

Neither do any of the proponents of a

public option. It’s not as though Biden

or Buttigieg has ever gone out of his

way to explain that rosy cost projections

depend on cutting payment rates to

health-care providers.

Lowering the age of eligibility for Medi -

care would run into a similar problem.

People who are just below that age are a

major source of revenue for the health-care

industry. And most of those people are

already insured, which means that the fed-

eral government would not generate

much increased coverage in return for all

the spending it would have to do.

But if these plans somehow worked—if

they really did produce high-quality, low-

cost options by squeezing providers—

they would be enormously disruptive. As

people left private coverage for the public

option, prices could well rise for those

repeatedly harmed both Democrats and

Republicans when they have pushed for

big changes.

It was this feature of the plan that led

Biden, and eventually Buttigieg, to oppose

it. They defended an alternative that

Buttigieg, who became its most articulate

spokesman, called “Medicare for All Who

Want It.” Nobody would be required, but

everyone would be allowed, to get their

insurance from the federal government.

President Obama proposed a similar idea,

then called the “public option,” in the

original version of the Affordable Care

Act, except that it would have been open

only to those who had no access to cover-

age from their employers. It didn’t survive

opposition from moderate Democrats.

An enlarged version of the most left-

wing feature of Obama’s proposal came to

look moderate itself when Medicare for

All dominated the discussion. Buttigieg’s

sales pitch was that his plan would yield

all the gains of Medicare for All without

the coercion, and thus with much less

controversy. He was confident enough in

this plan, he said, that he was willing to

have it compete with private insurance.

The public option consistently outpolls

single payer among both Democrats and

the public at large. It might not be quite so

popular in practice. Like Medicare for

All, if on a smaller scale, it would increase

federal spending and disrupt private

health insurance. But those drawbacks are

for now better disguised, and their extent

will not be clear until the details of a pro-

posal are filled in.

Biden is proposing multiple pathways

to expand health coverage. There’s his

public option. Obamacare encouraged

states to expand Medicaid, the health pro-

gram for people with low incomes.

Anyone who doesn’t have Medicaid cov-

erage because he lives in a state that

didn’t expand the program would have

premium-free access to the public option.

Biden would also allow people aged 60 to

64 to enroll in Medicare. And he would

also increase subsidies for Obamacare’s

insurance exchanges. 

Biden’s campaign says that all of this

coverage expansion will be accompanied

by cost control. The public option will

save money the same way Medicare sup-

posedly does, by “negotiating” with doc-

tors and hospitals. What Medicare actually

does is set low rates. Medical providers

make up for them by charging private

insurance more. So there are two related

questions for the public option: How well

will it pay providers, and how much free-

dom will they have to decide whether to

participate? For example, will the law

stipulate that any doctor who takes

Medicare patients has to take public-

option patients, too?

If the public option pays stingily and

providers don’t have to participate, costs

will be low, but so will enrollment.

There’s no point in paying for a plan that

doesn’t let you see doctors. Expanding

coverage while keeping costs under con-

trol will be possible only if doctors and

hospitals accept lower incomes. Even

then, the long-term effect might be a

smaller supply of medical services. But

how likely is it that doctors and hospitals

will put up with being forced into a low-

paying plan to begin with?

The fate of legislation to eliminate “sur-

prise billing” suggests the answer is: not

very. Surprise billing—in which people

get stuck with medical bills, sometimes

large ones, that their insurance doesn’t

cover—is unpopular, is hard to defend,

and implicates only a subset of medical

providers. The provider lobbies have

nonetheless been able to block any action

on it in Congress, in part by running ads

Are we still in a republic?
The Supreme Court has increasingly 
assumed a legislative role not granted 
in the Constitution. Supreme Damage 
describes the power grab with stories 
of 18 badly decided cases from 1937 
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what the Constitution outlines.
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cohort of lawyers in black robes.
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T
HE Democratic nominee for presi -

dent, Joe Biden, was first elected

to the Senate in 1972, when he

was 29. (He turned 30 before his

swearing-in, thus making him constitu-

tionally eligible.) The other day, John F.

Harris, of Politico, was having a little fun

with time: When Biden was first in the

Senate, he had six colleagues who had

been born in the 19th century. If Biden is

elected president, he will probably have

aides who will see the 22nd century.

An impressive span.

Biden is 77, his opponent, President

Trump, 74. The latter had never made a

serious run for office until he was elected

four years ago (and many questioned the

seriousness of that run). This summer,

Trump’s friend Sean Hannity asked him a

very good question: “What are your top

priorities for a second term?” The presi-

dent gave a very interesting answer.

“Well, one of the things that will be

really great—you know, the word ‘experi-

ence’ is still good. I always say talent is

more important than experience. I’ve

always said that. But the word ‘experi-

ence’ is a very important word. It’s a very

important meaning.”

The president continued, “I never did

this before—I never slept over in Wash -

ing ton. I was in Washington I think 17

times. All of a sudden, I’m the president

of the United States. You know the story:

I’m riding down Pennsylvania Avenue

with our first lady and I say, ‘This is great.’

But I didn’t know very many people in

Wash ing ton, it wasn’t my thing.”

Now, however, “I know everybody. And I

have great people in the administration.”

Trump implied that his second term

would be better, in light of his acquain-

tance with Washington. A lot of people

think presidents are better off without

second terms. Some of these people like

Polk, who had pledged to serve only one

term and did so, with distinction.

“The presidency is not an entry-level

political job, unless you’ve won a world

war.” Richard Brookhiser used to say this

pre-2016, alluding to Eisenhower. How

about if you’ve won a civil war? U. S.

Grant did so. Zachary Taylor was a hero of

the Mexican-American War.

You have to begin this list with the first

president, George Washington, right? Well,

no: Washington had been a member of the

Virginia House of Burgesses, and a dele-

gate to the Continental Congress. (A verita-

ble “swamp creature”!)

All things being equal, political experi-

ence is helpful. The presidency is a big and

daunting job. But all things are almost

never equal. A person’s views, character,

talent, and ability are of great importance.

I somewhat agree with President

Trump on talent. And I think back to 1992

and the NCAA basketball tournament. In

a pre-game show, Bill Walton picked the

Michigan Wolverines to win it all. Some -

one said, “But Bill, they start five fresh-

men!” Walton responded, “I’ll take talent

over experience any day.”

(Michigan made it to the final game that

year, but lost to the Duke Blue Devils.)

When a candidate lacks experience, and

his opponent has it, he uses a standard line.

It might go something like this: “Yes, I

don’t have as much experience as my

opponent. In fact, I have no experience in

hiking taxes. No experience in ignoring the

Constitution. No experience in sending our

sons and daughters into foolish wars . . .”

You leverage what you can. You play the

hand you are dealt.

What if you’re rich, and accused of

“buying” the election? You say, “Unlike

my opponent, I’m not beholden to the

special interests. I’m nobody’s man but

yours.” In fact, that was Lowell Weicker’s

slogan in Connecticut: “Nobody’s man but

yours.” (Born in Paris, Weicker went to the

Lawrenceville School and Yale, and lived

in Greenwich. He had to find a way to over-

come his upscale background.)

In West Virginia, Arch Moore was up

against Jay Rockefeller. The Moore cam-

paign put out a bumper sticker: “Make him

spend it all, Arch.” (Moore lost that year.

By the way, his daughter Shelley is cur-

rently a U.S. senator from West Virginia.)

But back to experience. In 1988, the

Republican nominee, Vice President Bush,

put out a television ad that went, “This is no

time for uncertainty. No time to train some-

body in how to meet with the Russians.

This is the time for strength and experi-

ence. This is the time for somebody who is

ready on Day One to be a great president.”

remaining. Some lines of coverage could

disappear because they would no longer

be profitable. When the Center for

American Progress, a progressive think

tank, got Avalere Health to model a pro-

posal for a strong public option, the con-

sultants found that 18 million people

would choose to drop their employer-

provided coverage. They also found that

another 14 million people would join the

new program because their employers

had stopped offering coverage.

The Biden plan also punches a third

hole in employer-provided coverage.

Biden says that, in addition to creating a

public option and lowering the eligibili-

ty age for Medicare, he wants to offer

new subsidies for people with employer

coverage to buy individual policies on

Obamacare’s exchanges. That idea

could be even more damaging to employ-

er coverage, since it could enable people

with lower health risks to defect from

their employer plans to get lower premi-

ums. If that happened, the sicker popula-

tion in employer plans would have to pay

higher premiums or see the quality of

their coverage degrade.

Would a President Biden really want to

spend much of his first year in Congress

in this briar patch? He had a ringside seat

to the years of political damage that enact-

ing Obamacare inflicted on his party.

Some of the congressional Democrats of

that era who are still around may not be

eager to relive their experiences. When

Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi

released a set of health-care proposals for

the tenth anniversary of Obamacare, a

public option wasn’t on the list.

When President Trump found himself

unable to get an Obamacare replacement

through Congress, he took more modest

legislative wins (such as the abolition of

fines on the uninsured), added some regu-

latory changes of his own, and declared

victory. The more the implications of pro-

gressive health-care policies come to the

fore, the more tempting a similar strategy

might look to a Biden White House. 

It may already be tempting the candi-

date and his advisers. In his convention

speech, his program on health care was

reduced to “building on the Affordable

Care Act [that Trump’s] trying to rip

away.” It is certainly possible to describe

a public option and an expansion of

Medicare as building on Obamacare. But

he may have had a reason for vagueness.

If he’s elected, watch this blank space.

The Question
Of Experience

On presidential candidates and 
what they’ve done
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be a learning experience, and try to capi-

talize on what I’ve learned.” That is not

true of all conductors or other musicians,

said Maazel. “Some of them age compla-

cently, and those folks don’t improve, I’m

afraid. It’s a question of mindset.”

As you have seen, I go back and forth on

the question of experience in politics. How

can you not? But, to say it again, experi-

ence is very helpful, very important, all

things being equal (which they seldom

are). Experience is important both for the

aspirant and for the voter.

For the voter? Yes, because if a candidate

has political experience—office-holding

experience—the voter can ask, “What

has he done with political responsibili-

ty? How has he behaved in office?” and

have answers.

And experience will help any office-

holder, I would think: because that office

will not be his first rodeo.

Many of my friends like to disdain

“career politicians,” and I’ve done it myself

from time to time. You know who was a

“career politician” (though he found ample

time for writing)? Winston S. Churchill—

who first ran for office in the Oldham by-

election of 1899 and never stopped running

until 1964. He learned a lot along the way.

And, to be sure, he had talent from the start.

I will leave you with something light: In

1996, Jesse Helms and Strom Thurmond

were a couple of old, right-wing, contro-

versial southern senators. A colleague of

mine had a bumper sticker in her office

window: “Helms-Thurmond ’96: Don’t let

200 years of experience go to waste.”

Bush had had exceptionally wide experi-

ence: naval aviator, businessman, con-

gressman, U.S. ambassador to the United

Nations, chairman of the Republican

National Committee, envoy to China, CIA

director, vice president. Has anyone ever

had more, prior to being elected president?

Buchanan had had a lot too, in 1856: con-

gressman, envoy to Russia, senator, secre-

tary of state, minister to England. Buchanan

is generally judged a very poor president.

His successor? One term in the U.S. House,

preceded by four in the Illinois house. (He

had done a great deal of thinking, writing,

and debating too, to put it mildly.)

In George F. Will’s view, Lincoln had “the

greatest career in the history of world poli-

tics,” and many of us are inclined to agree.

Bush the Elder ran again in 1992, losing

to Bill Clinton. (Clinton referred to the presi -

dent as “old Bush.”) Four years later, Bob

Dole was the Republican nominee. “I’ve

been tested,” he said, over and over: tested

in war; tested in peace (when he fought

back from hideous war injuries); tested as

majority leader of the Senate; tested as a

vice-presidential nominee back in ’76.

By the way, Dole made an interesting

comment on age in 1988, after he lost the

GOP nomination to Bush. Trying to cheer

him up, someone said to him, “There’s

always ’96” (a statement that assumed the

election and reelection of Bush). Dole

cracked, “Yeah, that’s how old I’ll be.”

In fact, he was 73 in 1996. He is 97 today.

I remember the actor John Cusack in

2000, campaigning for Vice President Gore.

He questioned whether Bush the Younger

had enough experience to be president: a

mere six years in the governor’s office?

Democrats in general emphasized that the

office in Texas is a “weak governorship.”

In 2012, my friend Ted Cruz was elected

to the Senate from Texas. It was assumed,

and rightly, that Ted would run for presi-

dent at the first opportunity, which was in

the 2016 cycle. Some (Republican) critics

said, “We don’t need another Obama.” In

other words, Barack Obama had run for

president, and won, after just four years in

the Senate, and how was that working out?

Frankly, I was worried that my friend

would be thought too green to run for pres-

ident. Too unseasoned. A presidential bid

at this stage would seem presumptuous,

almost an affront.

In the environment of the 2016 Re -

publican primaries and caucuses, Ted’s

experience was, if anything, a negative.

I’m talking about the fact that he had any

experience at all. He was tainted, you see,

by a few years in the Senate. He was not

innocent of governmental knowledge. He

was a “swamp creature” (which, I might

have explained earlier, is what you call

someone who has experience in Wash -

ington and whom you don’t like).

Flash forward to 2020—the Demo cratic

primaries and caucuses. A friend of mine

said, “Mayor Pete got, like, 8,500 votes in

South Bend, a town of 100,000. And he

wants to be president?” Yes, Buttigieg was

a thousand times more audacious than

Obama or Cruz. But, in fairness, 8,500

votes was 8,500 more than Donald Trump

ever received, prior to 2016.

Do you like experience? How about

Bernie Sanders, who has held office since

1981? (Or Biden, who was elected to the

New Castle County Council, in Delaware,

in 1970?) Oh, you’re a conservative? So

no. How about Mitch McConnell, who

has held office since 1977? Oh, you’re a

liberal? So no. More than anything else,

probably, we want political and philo-

sophical affinity—and if it comes with

experience, so much the better.

Thinking about experience and age—

which are usually, though not always,

related—I think of Lorin Maazel, the late

conductor. When he was about 80, I

asked him what I thought was a lay-up of

a question: Is age an advantage on the

podium? Of course it is, right? Not nec-

essarily, said Maazel.

“It depends on who’s growing older. I’ve

always tried to learn as I’ve moved forward

in life, and I consider each performance to

James Buchanan Abraham Lincoln
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out Uyghur culture and traditions. The

CCP has razed burial sites, closed mosques,

and effectively criminalized most expres-

sions of faith. Still, cultural genocide is not

recognized as a crime under the U.N.’s

1948 convention on genocide. Invoking

cultural genocide rather than simply geno-

cide has been a cautious way to speak out

about the situation in Xinjiang without

discrediting one’s argument through exag-

geration. In light of recent developments,

that’s no longer required.

In late June, Adrian Zenz, the German

anthropologist who has provided most of

the groundbreaking revelations on the

Xinjiang mass-detention drive, published

a new report detailing a systematic

forced-sterilization and birth-control pro-

gram to lower Uyghur birth rates. Among

his findings were that birth rates plum-

meted 84 percent from 2015 to 2018 in

Xinjiang’s two major Uyghur prefectures;

that a mass campaign to sterilize 14 to 34

percent of Uyghur women in rural parts of

the region was underway; and that the CCP

planned to sterilize or implant intrauterine

contraceptive devices in 80 percent of

childbearing-age women in Xinjiang’s

rural southern areas. During the same

period, Zenz noted, the state worked suc-

cessfully to increase the Han Chinese pop-

ulation in Xinjiang. He likens these

population-control techniques, which are

based on ethnicity, to “opening or closing a

faucet.” They are reminiscent of the CCP’s

rule over Tibet, where Chen Quanguo,

the party official who has presided over

the Xinjiang genocide, gained a reputation

for ruthless competence.

This implicates one of the five acts that

can be considered genocide under Article II

of the convention: “imposing measures

intended to prevent births within the

group.” Prior to June, there was already

evidence implicating CCP officials in the

four other acts: They have killed and

caused “serious bodily or mental harm” to

Uyghurs, two of the acts. In addition, the

CCP has inflicted on the Uyghur people

“conditions of life calculated to bring

about [their] physical destruction in whole

or in part,” by deliberately failing to pro-

vide adequate living conditions to

detainees. And the CCP has “forcibly

[transferred] children of the group to

another group,” by sending Uyghur chil-

dren, whose parents in many cases are

detained in the camps, to state facilities.

The revelation of forced birth control

and sterilization has been a tipping point.

C
HINESE COMMUNIST PARTY offi-

cials say that the Uyghurs, a

Turkic minority in the Xinjiang

region, are the “happiest

Muslims in the world.” The evidence trick-

ling out of western China tells a different

story. In July, U.S. customs officials inter-

cepted a 13-ton shipment of beauty prod-

ucts made out of human hair from the

region and a video of blindfolded prisoners

being led onto train cars went viral. Over

the past couple of years, some have com-

pared the human tragedy unfolding there

to North Korean totalitarianism and South

African apartheid. More recent evidence

has inspired comparisons to the Holocaust.

“Genocide” is a word that packs a punch,

spurring action by connecting “the solemn

commitments of the past and a new atrocity

unfolding before the world’s eyes,” as a

report by the U.S. Holocaust Memorial

Museum’s Simon-Skjodt Center put it last

year. This word, sadly, is now an apt de -

scriptor for the situation in Xinjiang.

Thanks to the fearless work of re -

searchers, journalists, and victims, it’s now

widely known that the CCP in 2017

stepped up its repression of the Uyghurs

and other Turkic minorities by means of

a mass-internment drive and a new,

Orwellian surveillance state. When the

Uyghurs “graduated” from these “reeduca-

tion” and “vocational training” facilities,

to borrow the euphemistic terminology of

CCP officials, many were forced into slave

labor. All told, over a million Uyghurs and

other members of Turkic minorities are

estimated to have been detained, and a

total of 3 million people to have been

swept up in various reeducation efforts.

Others were charged with bogus crimes

and remain imprisoned. Beijing, citing a

few terrorist incidents that took place in

2014, claims that it’s stamping out extrem-

ism, but its true aim is to solidify Han

Chinese dominance over Xinjiang.

For years, experts and activists have

called the situation a “cultural genocide.”

That label carries a blistering significance

and refers to the CCP’s attempts to wipe

The Uyghur
Genocide

Call it what it is

B Y  J I M M Y  Q U I N N

Following the release of Zenz’s report, two

Uyghur human-rights organizations filed a

complaint with the International Criminal

Court alleging genocide. And in late

August, Politico reported that the Trump

administration had held preliminary discus-

sions about issuing a formal genocide deter-

mination. Indeed, the latest Zenz report

clears a path for such a legal determination.

In addition to establishing the perpetra-

tion of acts listed in the convention,

though, State Department lawyers must

prove that the CCP targets “members of a

national, ethnic, racial, or religious group”

and that this targeting reflects an intent to

destroy the Uyghurs “in whole or in part.”

Clearly, the Uyghurs are an ethnic group

protected under the genocide convention.

Intent is the trickier part.

How can the State Department assert that

CCP officials have acted with the intent to

destroy the Uyghur people? The very exis-

tence of coordinated government efforts

such as the birth-control drive and the sepa-

ration of Uyghur children from their parents

goes a long way toward demonstrating that

intent. And even as Chinese-government

officials have claimed that the Uyghurs

pose a significant threat of terrorism,

they’ve been exceedingly transparent

about their real goal. “Break their lineage,

break their roots, break their connections,

and break their origins,” wrote one CCP

religious-affairs official in a 2019 article.

If such transparent statements of intent

seem too tenuous, however, the State

Department could also claim that the

CCP’s cultural-genocide effort itself

proves intent of “physical” genocide

against the group’s members, a line of

legal reasoning offered in a partially dis-

senting opinion in a case before the U.N.’s

tribunal on war crimes in Yugoslavia.

But even with a compelling legal argu-

ment, genocide-determination decisions

are fraught. In two post–Cold War mass

atrocities—those in Rwanda and Bosnia

in the 1990s—the State Department wor-

ried that a finding of genocide would

ratchet up political pressure to act. But the

main obstacle to a genocide finding today

is the lack of attention paid to Xinjiang.

Like the Bush administration’s 2004

determination that genocide was being

committed in Darfur, a designation on

Xinjiang could call attention to the issue

and rally an international response.

Beijing’s sophisticated disinformation

efforts and its investments in other coun-

tries have granted it near-impunity to act
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against the Uyghurs. The CCP has

achieved the remarkable feat of not just

convincing other countries to turn a blind

eye but even pressuring many to endorse

its actions. At the U.N. Human Rights

Council, 46 countries praised the Xinjiang

detention drive in the immediate wake

of the forced-sterilization report, con-

gratulating Beijing for its “remarkable

achievements” and its work to fight ter-

rorism. Many of the 46 are developing

countries in Africa and the Middle East

that have received significant Chinese

investment and believe Beijing’s narra-

tive about extremism. They include 22

members of the Organization of Islamic

Cooperation. The world’s liberal democ-

racies have a better, but severely lacking,

record. Many European governments

have merely expressed their concern;

others have declined to do even that. The

2022 Winter Olympics are still set to

take place in Beijing.

By getting out in front of other coun-

tries, the United States could make it

awkward for its allies to avoid calling

the situation a genocide and galvanize

the efforts of human-rights groups that

have long pushed for such a designation.

Global companies implicated in supply

chains tainted by Uyghur slave labor have

so far largely escaped widespread public

criticism, even as the U.S. government

prepares to enforce some of the sanctions

it imposed this summer, which will

affect those firms. In addition to achiev-

ing progress on the forced-labor issue, a

finding of genocide might convince U.S.-

based social-media companies to recon-

sider policies under which they allow

Chinese-government accounts to spread

disinformation about Xinjiang.

All that said, some experts on prevent-

ing mass atrocities warn that focusing too

much on genocide can reduce the per-

ceived need to act on other crimes that

don’t precisely meet the definition but

can be just as horrific, such as mass

killings based exclusively on political

affiliation. And some China-watchers

worry that the Trump administration has

politicized disputes with Beijing so

much that a finding of genocide would

seem like just another “tough on China”

campaign-season announcement. But the

evidence of genocide is robust enough

that delaying a determination or, worse,

neglecting to issue one would be a signif-

icant policy failure.

However important the designation

may be, it’s important that the legal

debate not eclipse the sheer human cost

that the Chinese Communist party-state

has exacted from the Uyghurs. As it makes

its argument, the Trump administration

should call attention to the stories of sur-

vivors such as Mihrigul Tursun, a former

detainee who escaped to the United States.

Her heartbreaking 2018 testimony to the

Congressional-Executive Committee on

China needs to be heard by those unaware

of the Xinjiang genocide. It concludes

with a simple exhortation that far too few

people have taken to heart: “Please take an

action against the Chinese officials

responsible for my torture, and the death

of my little boy, and the deaths of so many

innocent Uyghurs in the camps.” 

M
AYOR BILL DE BLASIO’S offi-

cial reason for canceling the

9/11 Tribute in Light was to

prevent an outbreak of

COVID-19. But the likely real reason—

obvious, if sad—is that the unity that the

beams signal would show him up. For

despite his campaign promises to weave

a single story of the “tale of two cities”

(one rich, one poor), he has pitted group

against group and dealt unevenly with his

constituents. The lights would represent

what he could not achieve: a city united.

The mayor has been outmaneuvered,

thank God. Whether it was through the

intervention of Governor Andrew Cuomo

or President Trump, or the Sergeants’

Benevolent Association’s plan to host its

own memorial tribute, or the ferocity of

the public outcry, it’s the result that mat-

ters. The lights will shine on 9/11.

As they should. Prior to the recent

flight to the suburbs, New York was a city

of over 8 million people. It can be hard

even to comprehend the possibility of

oneness on such a colossal scale, let

alone to feel it. But that’s precisely what

the beams restore to us—if only for a

short while. As they project heavenward,

the twin lights remind us New Yorkers

of the day when, in the hour of our great-

est trauma, we rediscovered that we

were a people, and, at the risk of sound-

ing hokey, that we loved one another.

That discovery was made for us, though,

and was transmitted to us by the bravery

of others, when working-class men under

the shields of the FDNY, the NYPD, and

the Port Authority rushed into the flames

and mounted the stairs until the towers

buried them in a fiery crash. 

At the time, my roommate, Richie, and

I, two best friends from Long Island,

were living in Astoria, Queens, and

studying film at the School of Visual Arts

A Chinese flag behind razor wire at a detention facility for Uyghurs in Yengisar County, Kashgar Prefecture, Xinjiang
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A Tribute 
To Unity

The memorial to September 11 will
shine over a city divided by its mayor

B Y  M I C H A E L  T O S C A N O

Mr. Toscano is the executive director of the Institute

for Family Studies.



14th Street with their lights whirring and

sirens blaring, to turn south on Broadway

at the foot of the park and make for

Ground Zero. There they would fight the

lingering blaze in the smoldering pit that

was once the World Trade Center—and

try, against all hope, to rescue those

buried beneath.

Never in my life had I felt such sad-

ness; nor had I experienced such unity.

Everywhere you looked, total strangers

were weeping together in a heap. Hearty

chants of “U.S.A.! U.S.A.!” echoed in

the night.

There was a microphone being passed

around, and anyone was welcome to it. I

remember distinctly that my friend, a

Republican through and through, fol-

lowed in speech a grayed Marxist, a

creature of Greenwich Village if there

ever was one, who wore the black and

green of a man long in the struggle.

They wanted the same thing, and

everyone in the crowd—black, white,

Hispanic, left, right—was united with

them in desire. For justice. “Whoever

did this,” the man yelled, clearly accus-

tomed to the mic, “must pay!” 

The crowd near the speaker, hundreds

strong, cried in approval and in a wave

of cheers turned to greet a fire engine as

it passed through the barricades at

Broadway, heading downtown. The fire-

men waved back, and our pride rode

with them.

I wonder now who they were. Were

they a ladder from Manhattan, the Bronx,

Staten Island, Brooklyn, Queens, or did

they come from Yonkers, Long Island,

Westchester, or even out of state? Were

they from Inwood, in the northernmost

part of Manhattan, still something of a

blue-collar neighborhood in those days,

which lost 22 residents, one a police

officer and many of them firefighters?

Were they hoping to find someone in

particular, someone they grew up with

on the streets of New York?

I’ll never know. But I’m confident that,

if it weren’t for the toughened, working-

class spirit of these men—for their gritty,

heroic example, which they learned the
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in Manhattan. We woke to 21 new mes-

sages on the answering machine. “Mike,

where are you?” my mom asked. “Planes

have crashed into the World Trade Center.

Call me back.”

We turned on the television to see the

towers fall.

Wanting to be with friends and family,

we got into a car and headed home. At the

right hour, it would normally have taken

us 45 minutes. It took us nine hours that

day. Everyone was fleeing the city, in

cars and on foot. I’ll never forget it—a

caravan of walkers weaving through

traffic on the Grand Central Parkway, far

outpacing us, who, inch by inch, played

the collapse of the towers silently over in

our minds. We wept.

The whole city wept, too. I know be -

cause I saw it. Two days later, on Sep -

tember 13, my friends and I headed for

Manhattan to see what we could. As we

exited the Midtown Tunnel heading

south, the city was ghostly white, cov-

ered in ash, with soot still swirling in the

air. The ground was thick with powder,

like the first hours after snowfall. The

smell of smoke was heavy—and there

were no cars on the streets besides ours,

that I can remember.

We headed for Union Square, hoping

for a crowd, and just as the sun went

down, we found one. I cannot give a

count, but from the uppermost end of the

park at 17th Street to the lowermost at

14th, it was full of mourners, many thou-

sands, with makeshift picture boards of

the missing propped up here and there.

People lingered over them, looking for

loved ones or observing for the first (and

last) time the faces of the lost. We wove

through small candlelight memorials

delicately laid upon the ground. The

tearful knelt beside them, crumpled in

sadness. American flags waved through-

out the park.

A roar of voices suddenly filled the

square, one that would repeat through-

out the night: New Yorkers cheering,

with every ounce of gratitude they

could summon, as emergency vehicles—

ambulances, fire, and police—cut across

2 0

hard way—New York would have died

that day. They restored to us our very life

as a city, and, if only for a little while,

they unearthed a sense that we were part

of a beautiful and precious whole.

But that was long ago, and with all that

has recently happened, it’s hard to imag-

ine now. By the work of his own hand (in

great part), de Blasio’s “tale of two

cities” has splintered into 8 million

pieces (well, 7 million if you discount

those who have fled). Despite his con-

stant evocation of “social justice,” he has

governed pettily and unfairly. To do

away with the admissions test for elite

schools because they have become

overpopulated with Asians; to choke the

growth of public charter schools as a sop

to the union, despite their overwhelming

popularity with the city’s poor; to harass

Orthodox Jews assembled to mourn

their beloved dead as the pandemic

wanes, while blessing the thousands who

marched to defund the NYPD; to reject

the pleas of black clergymen and their

congregations by siding with gentrifying

transplants to strike a billion from the

police budget, knowing all the while

that poor blacks will be the first in the

crosshairs—is to act without love for the

people of New York and to put them at

war with one another. De Blasio has gov-

erned with this spirit throughout. After

six-plus years of his mayoralty, New

York is divided to the point of breaking.

He has failed on his own terms. 

And that’s regrettable to this writer, not

least because I agree with the mayor’s

claim that New York’s comeback was

uneven. If you doubt that underneath the

new brightness was hiding a rottenness,

consider all that has transpired since

the outbreak of COVID-19. You might

blame the mayor for setting the stage

for the explosion of gun violence, and

he certainly deserves what he gets. But

those pistols were long hidden in clos-

ets and secret stashes, waiting for a

time when they could be used again.

Not to excuse the violence, which is

pure evil and must be stopped, but the

guns are being wielded by poor hands,

After six-plus years of de Blasio’s mayoralty, New York 
is divided to the point of breaking. He has failed on 

his own terms.
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their interests and harmonize them into

one overarching work: to make New York

a place where the poor and working-class

can build families and raise them happi-

ly, peacefully, affordably, and under a

bright horizon of opportunity; to make

New York, in other words, a home again.

This is simply what politics and com-

munal life are for, and what the forgot-

ten of the city truly want, because they

are just like everyone else. This will be

good, too, for the many New Yorkers,

from wherever they hail, who do not

have a family, because they will reap the

rewards of a place that moves heaven

and earth for the harmony and health of

its children. Perhaps most critically,

business-minded New Yorkers must be

exhorted to tie their destinies to the peo-

ple about them. We need a re newed

spirit of patronage that willingly lends

a hand in building up communities by

establishing new institutions, construct-

ing public infrastructure, and, most

important, founding companies that

place a high value on strengthening the

lives and families of the New Yorkers

they employ.

Meanwhile, we can trust that the Trib -

ute in Light will shine for many years to

come. May its venerable commemora-

tion of old sacrifices inspire new sacri-

fices over the years ahead. God knows,

the city will need them.

and almost 1.7 million New Yorkers live

below the poverty line (with many more

threateningly near it). Their schools are

failing, their families are broken, their

children are often aborted, and hope is

hard to come by.

Consider, also, the flight from Man -

hattan. Who left? College graduates—

ascendant transplants from other parts of

the country—who, when things got hot,

seamlessly transitioned to remote work

and headed elsewhere. This is the so-

called creative class, by whom we were

assured for decades that the city would

be saved. Who stayed? Those who, if not

totally impoverished, are of the blue-

collar persuasion and don’t have the

means to flee. These people are from

many places, including immigrants

from other countries and longtime lovers

of New York from other states, to whom

the city will always be welcoming, espe-

cially if they come to make it a true

home. But it consists mainly of native

New Yorkers, numbering in the millions.

This group is critical to focus on here, I

believe, because if New York’s come-

back only superficially affects the lives

of those born and raised there, what good

is it? Homegrown poverty is a problem

that’s here to stay, and as we have seen,

no city can survive decades of hiding it.

The merit of the mayor’s critique can

also be seen in the disparate distribution

of unemployment since the lockdowns.

The city currently has an unemployment

rate of just over 20 percent. This is astro-

nomically high and threatens everything.

But the greatest weight of the joblessness

falls on communities in the outer bor-

oughs that were never gentrified. The

areas of Manhattan and Brooklyn where

transplants live are seeing the lowest

levels of unemployment by far.

It will be up to the mayor’s successor,

elected next year, to fix this mess, and he

or she will have no choice but to do the

hard work of healing these divisions.

There is no going back; the seams be -

tween high and low are stressed and can

no longer be hidden. Corporations are in

no rush to return their employees to the

city, and the heavy traumas of 2020 will

scare off meaningful numbers of up -

wardly ascendant dreamers who might

otherwise have relocated to New York

for work or pleasure.

I fear for the city’s future, but I still

hold out for the possibility that in the

long term all this is for the best—because

a job well done will mean a city that’s

healthier than ever before, with hope

resonating from top to bottom.

The next mayor must be the kind of

leader who can build a broad coalition

of peoples—black, white, Hispanic,

Asian, Jewish, Catholic, Muslim, rich,

poor, working-class—willing to join

The 9/11 Tribute in Light, September 10, 2014
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base nearby, but sometimes you couldn’t. AFN, Stars and

Stripes, and occasional copies of a surprisingly good English-

language broadsheet called “Arab News” were our sole media

diet apart from whatever magazines we subscribed to, which

would arrive weeks late in the mail. All three of our main

sources were, of course, pro-U.S., which was fine by me. I had

no idea what we were in for. I wanted only the most optimistic

spin on things. 

Which is why it was so startling to hear an American voice

raining hellfire warnings on us over the radio. At first I assumed

I was hearing AFN, but AFN didn’t let speeches go on like this

uninterrupted, except maybe presidential addresses, and was

strongly averse to downbeat messages. It dawned on me that we

were listening to a mischievous enemy radio station that was

blasting out unnerving propaganda to sap our morale like

Tokyo Rose. Except the speaker hitting Saddam’s talking

points was not a foreigner. It was Senator Joseph Robinette

Biden Jr. Tokyo Joe.

“What vital interest of the United States of America justi-

fies sending young Americans to their death in the sands of the

Arabian peninsula?” Biden asked, in his speech announcing

his vote against the war resolution on January 12, 1991. “The

J
OE BIDEN is a proud retail politician, a man who

believes the personal touch is how elected officials

cement a connection with us. So I’ll share my personal

story about how he cemented a connection with me,

back when I and a few hundred thousand other troops were

preparing for war, and Joe wafted in to warn us we were all to

get our collective ass kicked.

In January of 1991, I was a second lieutenant in the 178th

Personnel Service Company, an administrative appendix to the

buffed body of the Second Armored Cavalry Regiment. My

troops and I had landed in the Gulf town of Dhahran a week

before Christmas and gradually made our way inland by long,

grim, nearly silent convoys—creeping, 20-mph slogs across

the one two-lane highway, then off the road and across the

sands to set up camp. 

In mid January, after maybe twelve hours of deliberate, dusty

driving, I climbed out of a deuce-and-a-half and stretched

my limbs as the soldiers began unloading, somewhere beneath

the triangle where Iraq, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia meet. A

radio was playing in someone’s truck. Radio options were

limited in this landscape; occasionally you could find the sig-

nal for the Armed Forces Network, if there was a large enough

Wrong-Way Joe
The policy choice is clear

B Y  K Y L E  S M I T H
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appeasers of the past are now ready to vote to spill my son’s

blood and his generation’s blood to satisfy and salve their con-

sciences,” he declared. (I don’t know why he specified his

son, as neither of his boys was in the military at the time; Beau

eventually signed on, but that was twelve years later.) Biden

gravely informed us that we did not enjoy America’s backing:

“President Bush, . . . I implore you to understand that even if

you win today, 46 to 54, you still lose. The Senate and the

nation are divided on the issue. You have no mandate for war,

Mr. President. . . . The impatience you feel, the anger you feel

are all justified, but none of them add up to vital interest and

none of them—none of them—justify the death of our sons

and daughters.” 

He called the proposed attack “dangerous folly.” He pre-

dicted it “could cost tens or hundreds of thousands of lives,”

meaning U.S. ones. He predicted “loss of American inter -

national support in the future.” He asked, “Who do we think

we are? What do we think of our capabilities to do what has

seldom been done in history without total occupation of the

entire region?”

War, you may have heard, can be a bit stressful under the

best of circumstances. It’s a real downer when your own lead-

ers stand up and call you chumps who are going to get mown

down by the thousands. Advice for politicians: Make whatever

case you feel is morally correct, but try not to go so far that you

wind up starring in enemy propaganda.

The ground war turned out okay, and was over in 100 hours

with a KIA total of about 140. I’m sure Biden was happy to be

proven wrong, though if he ever said so, I missed it. Most

would argue he was wrong again when he voted for the 2003

Iraq War, although in that case even as he voted yes he repeat-

edly warned about its consequences. If the invasion turned out

to be a success he could claim he supported it, but if it went

pear-shaped he could say, “I told you so.” He went on to vote

against the 2007 surge that restored order after years of chaos,

then put a cherry on top of it all when he advised President

Obama not to carry out the raid that killed Osama bin Laden

(“Mr. President, my suggestion is, don’t go”). Then he put a

cherry on top of the cherry when he lied about this: When

asked, on January 3 of this year, “Didn’t you tell President

Obama ‘Don’t go’ after bin Laden that day?” Biden replied,

“No, I didn’t. I didn’t.” “Three Pinocchios,” declared the

Washington Post. Biden wanted to wait for more information,

which is something a senator from the great state of Blowhardia

can always say but a commander in chief cannot. Sometimes

you actually do have to put down the microphone and pick up

the sword. Opportunities to kill the world’s most wanted men

don’t come around very often. Nine years later, when Iran’s top

military commander and strategist, Qasem Soleimani, was

arguably the world’s chief baddie, Biden was against targeting

him, too. After President Trump smoked him, Biden called

this action “tossing a stick of dynamite into a tinderbox” and

suggested it would touch off a major war in the Mideast. As a

commander in chief, Joe Biden would make Jimmy Carter

look like Winston Churchill.

B IDEN has managed to be so consistently wrong about

virtually everything that even the stuff he is right

about he is also wrong about, at one time or another,

notably the Hyde amendment, which was his sole remaining

tie to the claim of being an abortion moderate. For 40 years,

Biden backed Hyde, which barred federal funding for abor-

tions. He reiterated this stance on June 5, 2019. When other

Democrats reacted negatively, he reversed himself the very

next day. All principles are disposable depending on where

the party leads him, and these days it is venturing very far

left of the Obama administration. Says a swooning admirer,

New York Times editorial-board member Mara Gay, “Biden’s

platform is far more liberal than Barack Obama’s was years

ago. . . . We were kind of blown away about how much more

similar it is to Bernie Sanders’s platform in some ways than

Barack Obama in 2008.”

Perhaps the most noteworthy piece of legislation Biden ever

wrote, the 1994 crime bill he drafted in the Senate, came when

the party was eager to look tough on crime. Biden later told the

National Association of Police Officers, “You guys sat at that

conference table of mine for a six-month period, and you wrote

the bill.” Today, however, Democrats worry that being tough

on crime can mean locking up a lot of black men who commit

crimes, so Biden’s new line is to say he was opposed to all of

the stuff in his bill that’s now radioactive with the Left:

mandatory minimum sentencing, a three-strikes-and-you’re-

out provision, federal bucks for state prisons.U. “I didn’t sup-

port more money to build state prisons,” he claimed in July of

2019. “I was against it. We should be building rehab centers

and not prisons.” (His campaign clarified that Biden supported

only $6 billion of federal money for the state prisons, not the

$10 billion that was in the final bill—the bill he voted for and

bragged about for many years.) When your media arm is also

known as “the media,” you can get away with saying you’re

against the laws you wrote.

Like Donald Trump, Biden missed the Vietnam War, obtain-

ing five student draft deferments and later being disqualified

on account of childhood asthma that apparently did not limit

him in any other way; he never mentions having the condition

in his memoir, Promises to Keep, in which he boasts of his

high-school and college football career and his work as a life-

guard. Just two years out of law school, he began his political

career, at 27, winning a seat on the New Castle County

Council, and he has been slapping backs and sniffing hair ever

since. The year 2020 brings us Biden’s desperate, last-chance

play for the presidency, which he first sought more than 30

years ago—in that 1988 campaign that exploded in a five-

way freeway pileup of simultaneous plagiarism scandals dur-

ing which we all learned that Biden had stolen material for a

2 3

Twenty-twenty brings us Biden’s desperate, last-chance play for
the presidency, which he first sought more than 30 years ago.



15-page law-school paper, then borrowed without attribution

from speeches by Hubert Humphrey, John F. Kennedy, Robert

Kennedy, and, notoriously, British Labour firebrand Neil

Kinnock. Like a jewel thief who knocks over Grandma on his

way out of the store, Biden lied at the same time he stole:

Unlike Kinnock, the son of a Welsh coal miner, Biden could

not claim he was the first one in his family “in a thousand

generations” to go to college. Biden was so invested in lifting

from Kinnock that he even claimed to be descended from coal

miners, which perhaps sounds more romantic than the truth,

which is that his dad was a used-car salesman and that he

attended a private school that today costs $28,000 a year.

Dizzyingly enough, even the official story of how Biden

met his ladylove is a lie, according to someone who really

ought to know. Jill Stevenson first met Biden when she and

her husband Bill worked on the pol’s first Senate campaign in

1972, the latter recently said. Biden’s first wife, Neilia, died

later that year, and Bill Stevenson began to notice in 1974

that Jill kept making excuses to spend time with Biden or

babysit his two young sons. Jill even turned down an offer to

go meet the young Bruce Springsteen before his performance

at a club, saying she preferred to stay with Biden’s children

that night. Jill later got in a fender bender, and Stevenson said

he learned to his amazement that Biden was the one driving

his wife’s car. That seemed to settle things. The official story

is that Biden’s brother Frank set him up with Jill on a blind

date in 1975, after her marriage had dissolved but a few

weeks before it finally ended in divorce. The Biden campaign

has not refuted Stevenson’s claims. Jill’s first husband has

said, “I genuinely don’t want to harm Jill’s chances of

becoming first lady. She would make an excellent first lady—

but this is my story. . . . I’m not bitter because, if it wasn’t for

my divorce, I would never have met my wife Linda, and she’s

the greatest thing in my life—but [the facts] aren’t pleasant to

Jill and Joe.” Most of the media have rigorously ignored all

of this. The New York Times hasn’t even mentioned Bill

Stevenson’s story, though the headlines that tempt me on its

site as I write these words include “Stephen Colbert Refuses

to Watch Night 3 of the RNC.”

Biden’s voter pitch is this: Ignore a half-century record of

dishonesty, incompetence, and wretched judgment and think

only this: “Joe’s a nice guy who reaches across the aisle.” It

may work, given exogenous circumstances, but then again, as

Barack Obama reportedly said in private during this year’s pri-

maries, “Don’t underestimate Joe’s ability to f*** things up.”

With the aid of the electronic media that have no time to

delve into the longest record any presidential candidate has

ever had because they’re too busy sounding the alarm about

what tweets cause Eric Trump to hit the “Like” button, Biden

hopes we will turn a blind eye to how he turned a blind eye to

how his family got rich dangling access to him. The corruption

of these acts was comically undisguised: “Don’t worry about

investors,” his brother James “Jimmy” Biden reportedly said

after taking over Paradigm Global Investors. “We’ve got peo-

ple all around the world who want to invest in Joe Biden.” He

added, according to a former colleague, “We’ve got investors

lined up in a line of 747s filled with cash ready to invest in this

company.” Politico’s grueling exposé “Biden, Inc.” is sordid

and thorough, and Biden’s campaign declined to comment on

its swampy details. 

When Joe was overseeing the U.S. occupation of Iraq in 2011,

by sheer coincidence one of Jimmy Biden’s companies secured

a $1.5 billion contract to build housing there, and while Joe was

overseeing the U.S. response to Russian actions in Ukraine, a

$50,000-a-month gig on the board of Ukrainian gas firm

Burisma happened to fall into the lucky Hunter Biden’s lap. Joe,

in 2013, even took Hunter on Air Force Two to China, where son

introduced dad to a Chinese businessman and, twelve days

later, found himself a board member of the businessman’s new

private-equity fund, with a 10 percent stake. Even Biden’s sister,

Valerie Biden Owens, has exploited the business possibilities of

being a Biden and makes a mint off public-speaking fees and

such gambits as a 2013 junket to Azerbaijan, funded by a state

oil company, that was labeled “an attempt at foreign influence”

by the Obama Justice Department. A 2008 report by a good-

government group dubbed Biden “one of the top five senators

paying the most money in salaries or fees to family members.”

Biden is as much a swamp creature as Shrek. 

In addition to being unprincipled, dishonest, and wreathed

by such a strong odor of methane that he might as well be

wearing Musk de Marsh cologne, Biden is—how to put this

delicately?—not the shiniest cufflink in the box. This was true

long before Obama aides “would chortle at how Biden, like an

elderly uncle at Thanksgiving, would launch into extended

monologues that everyone had heard before,” as Politico

reported. Biden repeated third grade, earned mostly C’s and

D’s in his first three semesters at the University of Delaware,

then finished 76th in a class of 85 at Syracuse Law School. As

usual, he lied about this c.v. item, in a famous 1987 exchange

with a reporter in which he claimed he had gone to law school

on a full academic scholarship (false), had graduated in the top

half of his class (untrue), and had racked up three undergrad-

uate degrees (off by two). He lied at least three times about

getting arrested trying to see Nelson Mandela and even

claimed Mandela warmly embraced him as thanks for this fic-

titious accomplishment. He lied comprehensively about a sup-

posed dramatic moment in Afghanistan where he claimed to

have pinned a Silver Star on a soldier who then died, telling his

rapt audience, “This is the God’s truth,” as though channeling

the spirit of his dad trying to unload a wheezing Chevy

Corvair. “Character is on the ballot,” Uncle Joe likes to tell us.

Is it? Will we be able to select a knight of virtue, or even an

obviously decent bloke, this November? I’d say what we have

on the ballot is two characters.

M AYBE what’s really on the ballot is not so much char-

acter differences as policy ones. They’re stark. Biden

is the first candidate anyone can remember who,

after securing his party’s nomination, veered back to his base

instead of the center, his hand forced by the weak fundraising

and lackluster interest from the party’s true believers. Biden

threw himself at the feet of Bernie Sanders and Alexandria

Ocasio-Cortez when he endorsed a version of the Green New

Deal with a price tag of some $2 trillion, with which he vows

to “rewrite our economy” via “environmental justice,” ear-

marking 40 percent of “investment in a clean energy revolu-

tion” in “disadvantaged communities.” All of this spending

and redistribution would buy us a reduction in global temper-

atures of one-fifth of one degree centigrade, according to
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Benjamin Zycher, an energy economist at the American

Enterprise Institute, who points out that the U.S. is responsible

for only 15 percent of global carbon emissions. This looks like

a case of Democrats aching to push through yet another of their

economic-justice programs based on a pretext.

Biden chose for his running mate Kamala Harris, who

according to YouGov was the single most liberal senator in

2019, and whose recent proposals include confiscating guns,

packing the Supreme Court, and abolishing the filibuster—a

move at which Biden is now saying he would “take a look” if

he finds Republicans “obstreperous,” raising the unnerving

prospect of New Deal–scale changes being rammed through

with as few as 50 Senate votes. Biden has said he would double

the capital-gains tax rate to 39.5 percent for “every single

solitary person” as part of a $4 trillion tax hike over ten years.

(By comparison, Hillary Clinton’s tax-increase proposal

amounted to $1 trillion.) Biden’s plan to create a “public

option” for health insurance would gradually kill off private

health insurance since no ordinary insurer would be able to

compete. Biden these days is simply a better-groomed Bernie

Sanders, which is why Obama was correct to say that the two

longtime colleagues’ goals are “not that different, from a

forty-thousand-foot level.” 

Because this is now party dogma, Biden calls transgender

equality “the civil-rights issue of our time,” which is code for

“I will empower the federal government to back any biological

males who demand access to your girls’ restrooms and lock-

er rooms and showers and track meets and soccer teams.”

The Supreme Court has already laid the groundwork for this

position, and Biden would build on it yet another giant, intru-

sive federal bureaucracy. Biden apparently thinks he already

has the authority to do all this under the misnamed Equality

Act and has vowed to use executive orders to reverse “discrim-

inatory actions” taken by Trump that authorize schools and

other authorities to continue to draw distinctions between male

and female. Biden’s commitment to deploying government at

its most heavy-handed should not be doubted. He wrote the

1984 law that led to a breathtaking increase in civil-asset for-

feiture and exclaimed, in 1991, “Under our forfeiture statutes,

the government can take everything you own. Everything from

your car, to your house, to your bank account, not merely what

they confiscate in terms of the dollars of the transaction you’ve

been caught engaging in. They can take everything!”

Under a Biden administration that was able to replace any of

the right-leaning justices on the Supreme Court, the Equality

Act would render moot the Religious Freedom Restoration Act

and make it open season for litigation against any Catholic

institution around the country that may disagree with the new

wisdom on sex and sexuality. Biden, the kind of Catholic who

has officiated at a same-sex wedding, backs federal funding for

abortions, and selected as his running mate a politician who

suggested that membership in the Knights of Columbus is dis-

qualifying for a judge, isn’t being at all secretive about these

plans. His website promises that he will “empower federal

agencies to be champions for equality,” that he will “nominate

and appoint federal officials and judges who represent the

diversity of American people, including LGBTQ+ people,”

and that he will “ensure that we give the agencies charged with

enforcing our non-discrimination laws the funds they need to

fully pursue this obligation.” Gulp. 

These issues were just beginning to bubble up in the last

couple of years of the Obama administration, but today, after a

four-year armistice in what might reasonably be labeled Sexual

Revolution 2: Gay and Transgender Boogaloo, there is furious

pent-up demand on the left to punish Trump voters with the

new sexual-identity agenda, and Biden has promised to give

them everything they want. The retirement of, say, Clarence

Thomas (aged 72) during a Biden administration would

remove the only serious impediment to a ground-up reworking

of what sex and gender mean in the United States. Biden

wouldn’t necessarily even need the backing of Congress to

effect these changes. Or do you think a five-justice liberal

majority on the Supreme Court would lift a finger to cancel

executive orders pitched as defenses of “the civil-rights issue

of our time”? Once implemented, even the most spurious exec-

utive orders can prove surprisingly durable, if they advance the

progressive cause. 

When Biden says, as he did in his DNC acceptance speech,

“we can choose the path of becoming angrier, less hopeful,

and more divided. A path of shadow and suspicion. Or we can

choose a different path, and together, take this chance to heal,

to be reborn, to unite,” he is speaking the same language as

Obama: Elect me, and I’ll end divisiveness by quickly ram-

ming through major changes opposed by most Americans.

Then I’ll announce that anyone who opposes me is getting in

the way of history’s inevitable journey to progress. This is

where the rubber of political correctness meets the road of dis-

turbing and perhaps irreversible policy change. Silly identity-

politics games are not just for college kids anymore; the

lawyers are now fully in charge of PC, Inc.

O BSESSIVE deference to political correctness can have

even more catastrophic consequences. Recall that

when Trump announced his partial travel ban on

flights from China on January 31, there was much talk in the

media about how anti-Asian racism was the real danger. Biden

was fully on board, saying at a campaign event the same day

Trump announced the restrictions that Americans “need to

have a president who they can trust what he says about it, that

he is going to act rationally about it,” adding, “this is no time

for Donald Trump’s record of hysteria and xenophobia—

hysterical xenophobia—and fearmongering to lead the way

instead of science.” Biden, abetted by a furious fusillade of

fact-checkers, has insisted that he just coincidentally happened

to be musing in a general way about Trump’s supposed xeno-

phobia on that day, not referring to the travel restrictions that

were the major topic of national discussion. Sure. As late as
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March 12, after Trump ordered a similar clampdown on travel

from Europe, Biden still didn’t like the idea of even partially

shutting down flights, saying, “Travel restrictions based on

favoritism and politics rather than risks will be counterproduc-

tive.” Ask yourself: When a virus has racial connotations, or

reacting to it can be labeled “xenophobic,” how eager would a

President Biden be to cut off the country where it originated?

Days, we later learned, mattered. It might have been weeks

before Biden decided he was ready to risk a little xenophobia

to fight a deadly contagion. When he finally announced he sup-

ported Trump’s partial shutdown on China travel, it was . . .

April 3. This time Biden’s claim was that Trump had been far

too slow to make the move.

Biden’s supporters sometimes say they back him in the name

of normalcy, but the stray-voltage aspect of the incumbent

president is not exactly alien to his would-be usurper. Biden

told a black reporter who asked whether he had ever taken a

cognitive test, “That’s like saying you . . . before you got in this

program, you’re take [sic] a test whether you’re taking

cocaine or not. What do you think? Huh? Are you a junkie?”

An unfiltered and vindicated President Joe, at last in the center

of the spotlight, would likely uncork so many wild and woolly

thoughts that he might give the Donald a run for his money.

Those who think Biden might restore gravitas to the Oval

Office might be neglecting to remember that he mused about

taking Donald Trump “behind the gym [to] beat the hell out of

him,” has a habit of publicly trying out a mock-Indian accent

or a mock black accent (“They’re gonna put y’all back in

chains”), referred to lenders as “these Shylocks who took

advantage of these women and men while overseas,” declared

that Obama was “the first mainstream African American who

is articulate and bright and clean,” touched women and little

girls in ways that made them uncomfortable, and once told a

stunned adolescent girl, according to her, “You’re very well-

endowed for 14!” A break from embarrassing presidential

utterings is not on the ballot. 

Those who fret that the current president is not always

being forthright should note that Biden, who suffered two

brain aneurysms in 1988, which required a seven-month break

from his Senate duties and which were so grave he was given

only a 50 percent chance of survival by doctors, has not

released any medical records in twelve years, when he first

ran for veep and revealed that he suffered from an irregular

heartbeat. Studies link aneurysms to decreased life expectancy,

which for a man of Biden’s age is already less than ten years.

Biden will, on Election Day, be exactly as old as Ronald

Reagan was on his last day in office and a couple of weeks shy

of his 78th birthday. Every day his administration lasts he will

set a new record for the oldest chief executive in the history of

the United States.

Alas, Abraham Lincoln is not on the ballot this year. Two

flawed men present themselves for our inspection. Biden may

promise “hope and light and love,” but that is merely the

accepted euphemism for greatly expanded federal powers to

reshape everything from the energy sector to girls’ locker

rooms. The distractions of personality foibles, Twitter wars,

and misadventures in assertions of truth aside, the crux of this

election is that we are confronted as usual with one party that

says, “Let’s get to work reshaping everything in the United

States” and another party that says, “Let’s not.”

H
AVE we lost the art of making fine public spaces?

The very question is fraught, and not just because

it risks insulting the architects, planners, and land-

scapers who make those spaces. It goes against the

idea of progress itself. It affronts our pride to think that we

are no longer capable of making spaces as noble as the

National Mall, as dynamic as Rockefeller Center, or as

exquisitely intimate as Philadelphia’s Rittenhouse Square.

And yet throughout history art forms have died. We no longer

paint on vellum or weave intricate battle scenes into tapes-

tries, yet both were once signifi cant forms of art. It is hard to

know which prospect is worse—that we are no longer capa-

ble of making beautiful public spaces, or that we no longer

desire them.

Technically speaking, the public space is not quite dead; we

still pour extravagant resources into their making. Hudson

Yards—at present, New York City’s most swaggering real-

estate development—set aside fully 50 percent of its site as

public space, and garnished it with fountains, trees, and flower

beds. It even commissioned a work of monumental sculpture,

that towering and baffling honeycomb of stairs known as

“Vessel.” And we still dignify our public spaces with those tra-

ditional bearers of civic meaning: columns, statuary, and the

formal axis. All three are at play in the just-completed Eisen -

hower Memorial, in Washington, D.C., which is the work of

Frank Gehry, by no means a classicist.

Whatever one thinks of these contemporary spaces and oth-

ers like them, few would call them “beautiful,” not even their

own authors. The official website for the Eisenhower Memorial

speaks of “Gehry’s unique vision,” while Hudson Yards prides

itself on offering “an immersive and varied horticultural expe-

rience.” “Immersive” happens to be a particularly fashionable

term of praise at the moment, suggesting a deeper, more engag-

ing level of experience than merely to look at something. The

change in language marks a change in aesthetic values, and it

helps us understand what has happened to our public spaces

since World War II. For there should be no question that some-

thing has gone badly wrong.

At first glance, the monumental public spaces of the post-war

era do not differ significantly from their predecessors. The

Empire State Plaza in Albany, for example, is remarkably sim-

ilar in composition to the National Mall: A monumental cube of
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a building launches a mighty axis that runs between two walls

of buildings to culminate in a colossal capitol building. There is

even the same reflecting pool and profusion of smaller memo-

rials. And yet the Mall in Washington is commonly regarded as

America’s noblest civic space, while the plaza in Albany is seen

as a monstrous failure, vicious in its inhospitality. The same

landscape devices are at play in both, and yet they are wielded

to very different effect. One can make such a comparison in

almost any American town, and it is between public spaces of

pre-war and post-war vintage; or, to put it more accurately,

between public spaces that follow the ideals of the City Beautiful

movement and those that do not.

T HE remarkable fact is not that we have lost the art of

public space but that we ever had it at all. Well into the

19th century, American town-planning was chiefly a

business operation. One could hardly expect otherwise in a

colonial culture whose first act was the platting of undeveloped

land into commercial real estate. Generous, well-ordered pub-

lic space was to be found only in towns laid out by religious

separatists, such as Puritan New Haven and Quaker Phila -

delphia. But then, the formal public square was a latecomer to

Anglo-American culture. Shakespeare never saw one, unless

he visited Italy: It is a product of the Italian Renaissance and

did not appear in England until 1631, with London’s Covent

Garden. It took root earlier in France, which explains why we

find it in French colonial cities such as New Orleans, and in the

elaborate array of civic plazas in Washington, which was

designed by a Frenchman. 

All this changed in 1893, when America embraced the City

Beautiful movement virtually overnight. It proposed a single

but immensely appealing idea: that the city itself might be

a work of art. The movement was launched in the most

spectacular fashion possible with Chicago’s Columbian

Exposition. Here America’s leading architects created a har-

monious ensemble of buildings, grouped around a monu-

mental axis and unified in scale and character. The space

between these buildings was embellished with fountains,

sculpture, and a central lagoon, which made it a graceful and

dignified stage for public life, rich in the quality that the

ancients called “decorum.” 

The City Beautiful movement would shape American town-

planning for the next half century. The National Mall was its

most conspicuous success, but there is scarcely a state capitol

or town hall built in these years that does not bear its stamp.

This was the long afternoon of the Classical Revival, when

America shook off Victorian originality and turned again to

classical antiquity for inspiration. For this there was good rea-

son. Ancient Greece provided the model not just for the formal

public square but for democracy itself. Under the shelter of the

colonnaded Greek stoa, ideas as well as goods were exchanged.

In civic spaces of classical character there was the happiest res-

onance between form and content.

That such a vital and visually satisfying tradition, one far

more deeply rooted than most architectural fads, could die

seems inconceivable. Yet die it did, and largely because of mod-

ernism. In the war-shocked Europe of the 1920s, the making of

replicas of classical buildings and plazas seemed an escapist

indulgence. Instead, architecture should confront the urgent
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demands of the present, by practical and not aesthetic means.

This was the doctrine of functionalism, which presented itself

as the architecture of reason, and its most influential thinker in

terms of city planning was Le Corbusier, the Swiss-French

architect. By the mid 1920s modernism had achieved its defin-

itive form, and it swiftly expunged classicism, root and branch,

from triumphal arches and equestrian statues down to the last

column, pedestal, and baluster. 

But this was only modernism’s most visible legacy. More

subtle, and important, was the new kind of space that it envi-

sioned. Formal order, according to the classical tradition, is

achieved by clear boundaries and a system of axes and cross-

axes. The principal axis leads from less important to more

important spaces, to come to rest at some ultimate point of

repose. In a public square, that axis might culminate at a central

fountain or sculpture, or, in a monumental building, at a throne

or an altar. But after World War I, modernists abolished the axis,

as well as a good many thrones and altars, and replaced it with

the idea of flowing space. Paths of movement were to be effi-

cient and functional, without any ceremonial hierarchy, sug-

gesting freedom of motion in any direction. Where the public

square was once a kind of bounded outdoor room, it was now a

mere incident along boundless space. This boundlessness was

only an aspiration, of course, for the modern city enforces its

own bounds, if only by default. In the end, lanes of speeding

traffic would perform the space-defining duty that marble

balustrades once had.

It is not sufficiently appreciated how much the sense of disori-

entation one feels in contemporary public spaces is due to their

formlessness and lack of spatial order. Instead their psychologi-

cal oppressiveness is often blamed, quite unfairly, on a lack of

greenery. Some of the world’s loveliest squares have not so

much as a blade of grass, such as the stately Josefsplatz in

Vienna or Bernini’s stupendous St. Peter’s Square in Rome. And

yet they are not bleak in the slightest, unlike Albany’s Empire

State Plaza, which is well lined with trees but feels as desolate

as the lunar surface. So too does Boston’s City Hall Plaza, and

current plans to add a hundred trees and the inevitable “iconic

water feature” are hardly likely to change this. 

This is not to say that modern architects were incapable of

making beautiful public spaces. New York City alone proves

they could. The plaza that Ludwig Mies van der Rohe slid

before his Seagram Building is as exquisitely proportioned and

detailed as any from the Italian Renaissance. And Louis I.

Kahn’s posthumously built memorial to Franklin Delano Roose -

velt, on the island named for the president, achieves a fine tragic

dignity that is rare in any era, its incised inscriptions of FDR’s

“Four Freedoms” serving as a permanent reproach to the United

Nations building across the East River. But they are the work of

architects, schooled in the older tradition, who knew the value

of good proportions, restraint, and tactile experience. Those

lessons had been passed on from generation to generation as a

living tradition, but that tradition was cut short by the Great

Depression. After 1929, construction practically collapsed, with

the majority of architects thrown out of work, sometimes for a

decade or more. And the kind of work they later found, such as

designing wartime housing, was not the sort to maintain the cul-

ture that had brought the City Beautiful movement to such a

pitch of quality and general competence. After all, if all orches-

tras stopped performing for a decade, one could hardly expect

the violins to sound quite the same afterwards.

N ONE of this passed unnoticed. In 1961 Jane Jacobs, that

keen observer of city life, published The Death and Life

of Great American Cities, which called attention to one

of the cardinal failures of modern urbanism. By enforcing strict

zoning, and by consigning business, industry, culture, and recre-

ation to different quarters of the city, planners were destroying

the vitality of street life. Instead of drawing a vibrant and ever-

changing variety of pedestrians throughout the day—office

workers, shoppers, people out for lunch or a drink, moviegoers,

and so forth—the zone with a single function had a depressingly

monotonous street life, and only at certain times. And without a

rich street life, the public spaces of a city atrophy.

Jacobs’s impressionistic account was bolstered by William H.

Whyte, the brilliant social theorist who brought analytical rigor

to the study of public space. Instead of blindly accepting the

claims of city planners and critics, who could fawn over a

calamity such as Boston’s City Hall Plaza, Whyte decided to

observe what people actually do. He simply pointed his camera

and watched. The results, published in The Social Life of Small

Urban Spaces (1980), were surprising but should not have been.

People have a catlike sensitivity to the small-scale features of

their environment: They demand a sense of shelter and enclosure,

a good viewing perch, and a variety of kinds of space. They also

value features that architects generally disregard, such as move-

able chairs, which are enormously popular (and enormously

loathed by property managers).

Jacobs and Whyte inadvertently pointed out a second reason

for the failure of the beautiful public space: Not only had archi-

tects stopped making them, but the public had stopped demand-

ing them. The City Beautiful movement came into being at a

time when there were no automobiles, air-conditioning, or even

radios. A public square in an American city of 1900 served

essentially the same function as the Athenian agora had at the

time of Pericles, as the place where citizens met one another in

the open air. Life indoors became increasingly agreeable, and

even more sociable, if only vicariously. As this happened, the

citizen-pedestrian began to disappear. Already by the 1930s,

street lamps were redesigned to accommodate the automobile,

by providing a tunnel of continuous light instead of being

gauged to the needs of the strolling pedestrian. In short, the well-

made town square was no longer what it had been since the

The sense of disorientation one feels in contemporary 
public spaces is due to their formlessness and 

lack of spatial order.



dawn of urbanism ten millennia ago: the indispensable instru-

ment of public life.

Once clean and attractive public spaces were no longer seen as

essential, they soon became less clean and attractive. After 1961,

San Francisco no longer enforced vagrancy laws, and with pre-

dictable results; in 1972, in Papachristou v. City of Jacksonville,

the U.S. Supreme Court overturned vagrancy laws at the nation-

al level. At the same time, the process of deinstitutionalization—

the discharge of unwell patients from mental asylums—had

begun in earnest. In 1955, some 559,000 people were institu-

tionalized; by 1994 it was 72,000. Meanwhile, in 1975, the

Supreme Court declared in O’Connor v. Donaldson that a person

could be confined against his will only if it could be proven that

he was a danger to himself or others. In practice, as the law was

interpreted, that danger had to be immediate; even a schizo -

phrenic who was unable to feed or shelter himself was not

regarded as a danger to himself. These two Supreme Court deci-

sions, working in tandem, had a dire effect on the uses of our

town squares and civic plazas. It is unimaginable that we would

have so casually permitted them to become inhospitable had we

still felt them to be essential. 

T HE insights of Jacobs and Whyte have long since been

endorsed by architects and planners, even as the urban-

ism of Le Corbusier has been discredited in the most

emphatic way possible—in plain sight, as countless social-

housing blocks inspired by his theories have been dynamited.

In the last two generations, following decades of urban flight,

there has been a great return to the city, and a concerted

attempt by cities to make themselves physically and socially

attractive once more. Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, with its

Camden Yards, Boston’s Faneuil Hall Marketplace, New

Orleans’s Piazza d’Italia—each was intended as a contempo-

rary counterpart to the great urban squares of the past. And

although they met with varying degrees of success, none

achieved anything like the decorum of the great public squares

of the past, or even tried to. Even a public square that deliber-

ately quoted the form of a classical Roman plaza, as did

Charles Moore’s Piazza d’Italia, was not so much an affection-

ate re-creation as an ironic parody.

The truth is, the legacy of modernism still works against

the making of beautiful public space. Especially damaging is

the insistence on originality, the belief that to make a public

space and public art was to express yourself personally. The idea

would have been absurd to the artists of the City Beautiful

movement. For them, a civic plaza was the collective statement

of a community, not the private statement of an individual. For

that reason, the movement’s formal repertoire was limited to a

few conventional devices: arches and columns, equestrian stat-

ues and fountains. One adapted and inflected these forms but

rarely invented new ones. Modern critics belittled these forms

as platitudes, without recognizing that much of our social life is

conducted by means of conventional courtesies: terms such as

“please” and “thank you” are gestures that make life more grace-

ful, or even bearable.

When we try to think of a fresh and original way to express a

conventional courtesy, such as “I’m sorry for your loss,” we

usually fall flat on our face. And so it is when we try to find a

substitute for the conventional forms of public art. A revealing

example is Tilted Arc (1981), a characteristically aggressive

sculpture by Richard Serra. A single slash of rusted Cor-Ten

steel, twelve feet high and 120 feet in length, it cut across the

plaza in front of New York’s Jacob Javits Federal Building,

forcing every user of the building to take a long detour around

it. Unlike classical sculpture, which often commented in alle-

gorical terms on the building it prefaced, Tilted Arc challenged

its context. For Serra, “works which are built within the con-

textual frame of governmental, corporate, educational and reli-

gious institutions run the risk of being read as tokens of those

institutions.” His sculpture certainly united the public, if not in

the way he imagined; despised by everyone who worked in the

building, from janitors to judges, it was carted off a few years

later, to the indignation of the art world. (In its place today is

an inoffensive fountain.)

A gesture of defiance toward the institution that you are meant

to honor would have been unthinkable in the heyday of the City

Beautiful movement. The spaces they made were well-ordered

unities in which the part reinforces the order of the whole. The

conventional fixtures of the traditional public square—

balustrades, low steps, stone benches, piers, and curbs—were

gauged and proportioned according to their place in the whole,

with the same ineffable sense of rightness one hears in a per-

fectly scored piece of music. It is the harmonious coordination

that one misses in today’s public spaces, whose collaborating

designers often have different agendas—with planners stress-

ing circulation and ease of maintenance, sculptors aspiring to

personal creativity, and landscape architects pursuing environ-

mental sustainability.

With no single overriding aesthetic vision, the resulting

spaces cannot help but be fragmented and disjointed. We see

this in the playgrounds, natural gardens, hardscape plazas, and

so forth that meander through our public squares like so many

unrelated attractions strewn through an amusement park.

Perhaps the worst offender in this regard is Chicago’s

Millennium Park, whose different features were funded inde-

pendently by individual donors, making it less a unified

design like New York’s Union Square than a series of discrete

naming opportunities.

The late Roger Scruton, a philosopher of, among other things,

aesthetics, liked to say that beauty matters, and not just because

it gives us pleasure. Our lives will have their full share of suffer-

ing and tragedy, and the pursuit of beauty—the determination

to refine and perfect what we make so that it becomes an image

of the world itself, an ordered unity—“shows human life to be

worthwhile.” But to create such an ordered unity, you need to

believe that the universe has order and meaning. At a minimum

you have to act as if you do.
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The legacy of modernism still works against the 
making of beautiful public space.
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L
AST July, when House and Senate Republicans came

together to unveil the new Roosevelt Conservation

Caucus—a bicameral environmentalist initiative

named for the Republican president and early conser-

vationist Teddy Roosevelt—it struck many onlookers as odd.

Conservatism and conservation aren’t usually thought of as

congruent; in fact, for the better part of a half century, many

Americans have seen the two as antithetical.

But the formation of the Roosevelt Caucus signaled the

beginning of a new era in conservative politics, character-

ized by a heightened concern for environmental issues such

as climate change. The prominent bipartisan Climate

Solutions Caucus in the House of Representatives now

counts 23 Republicans among its members, and polls show

that Republican voters—particularly younger ones—are

increasingly likely to see climate change as a serious problem.

In a relatively small but symbolically significant act earlier

this year, House minority leader Kevin McCarthy presented a

series of Republican environmentalist bills dedicated to

“clean-energy innovation” and carbon-capture technology.

And although McCarthy’s proposals drew some criticism

from conservative activist groups, including the Club for

Growth, they nonetheless reflect the growing number of

Republicans interested in addressing a wide range of environ-

mental issues. 

The next generation of conservatives is undeniably more

environmentally minded than its predecessors. But an impor-

tant question remains unanswered: What would a conserva-

tive environmentalism actually look like?

For the Left, the path to environmental sustainability is

often just one aspect of a larger transformative endeavor. The

progressive commitment to “climate justice” sees the reduc-

tion of carbon emissions as indistinguishable from a series of

seemingly unrelated political projects: ending capitalism,

smashing the patriarchy, dismantling white supremacy, and

doing battle with a variety of other structures of oppression.

Consequently, the conservative approach to environmental-

ism can’t be mere acquiescence to the Left’s program. It must

be built on a considerably different philosophical foundation:

Rather than being based on an irritable antipathy toward our

political tradition, it should be motivated by a grateful desire

to preserve and build on it. The conservative does not usually

seek to be an “agent of change,” to use a fashionable progres-

sive neologism; statecraft, in his view, is stewardship.

To their credit, many progressive environmentalists are can-

did about their society-transforming ambitions. The Green

New Deal, for example—the sprawling climate plan supported

by influential activist groups such as the Sunrise Movement

and the People’s Climate Movement—was not originally “a

climate thing at all,” according to one of its chief architects,

Saikat Chakrabarti. Instead, Chakrabarti admitted to the

Washington Post last year, “we really think of it as a how-do-

you-change-the-entire-economy thing.” 

Or, as the manifesto of the prominent climate-activist group

Extinction Rebellion bluntly states: “We have a duty to disobey

this system which destroys life on earth and is deeply unjust.”

Where the Left’s environmentalism seeks to destroy and

transform, then, the Right’s environmentalism seeks to culti-

vate and preserve. Unfortunately, “the Right has been absent

from this conversation for a while,” says Quill Robinson, the

government-affairs director of the American Conservation

Coalition, a new student-run conservative-environmentalist

group. “But [in] these principles—this idea of love of place

and holding on to our heritage as its temporary trustees—

there’s such a clear overlap between conservationist values and

what it means to be a conservative.”

Young conservatives such as Robinson tend to see markets

as a tool rather than an enemy. While it is worth acknowledg-

ing that market capitalism is at least partially to blame for

environmental degradation, the much more disastrous envi-

ronmental effects of socialist economies such as those of the

Soviet Union and Venezuela—where bureaucratic inefficien-

cies and lack of accountability did grave damage to ecological

health—are damning evidence that a decentralized approach

is preferable to a command-and-control one. And environ-

mentalism itself is, in many ways, made possible only by the

vast wealth produced by free markets: Concern for the natural

world is often a luxury of the materially prosperous, a fact

borne out by the direct correlation between economic growth

and reduction in pollution levels. 

In keeping with market-based principles, a conservative

approach to conservation seeks to push power downwards to

local communities whenever possible, understanding that rule

by federal diktat is a clumsy and unwieldy tool that rarely

accomplishes what it sets out to do and often foments political

backlashes from the indignant bearers of its consequences.

There are a host of legislative initiatives that translate this phi-

losophy into policy. One that has featured prominently is reg-

ulatory reform, which would help roll back cumbersome

bureaucratic rules and streamline the development of clean-

energy projects. Another, as in McCarthy’s clean-energy leg-

islation, is a series of proposals aimed at bolstering access to

energy storage and innovative carbon-capture technologies

while removing regulatory hurdles to development. And

bipartisan bills such as the Growing Climate Solutions Act of

2020 encourage growth while incentivizing environmental

renewal, by helping agricultural businesses access lucrative

carbon-credit markets and earn extra income through carbon-

sequestration practices.

Mr. Hochman is a senior at Colorado College, a Young Voices associate contributor,

a Conservative Fellow at the Citizens’ Climate Lobby, and a former editorial intern

at NATIONAL REVIEW and the Dispatch. 

Toward a
Conservative

Environmentalism
The new Roosevelt Caucus is a welcome 

addition to GOP politics

B Y  N A T E  H O C H M A N



In favoring this bottom-up approach over a top-down one,

conservative environmentalism places the dignity of the

human person at the center of its moral understanding. This is

a direct contrast to the disturbing progressive-environmentalist

view of humanity as locked in a zero-sum struggle with

nature: “You have this Malthusian tendency in a lot of the

Left’s language about the environment,” says Robinson. “It’s

anti-humanist. . . . People have been conditioned to think of

humans as a virus and our existence as inherently degrading

to the Earth, as if we’re foreign parasites.”

In the age of the coronavirus, that belief has taken on a par-

ticularly macabre tone. Some activists have celebrated the dip

in carbon emissions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic,

ignoring the enormous human suffering required to produce

such a reduction. The drop in carbon emissions caused by the

coronavirus “is [at] roughly the same pace that the IPCC says

we need to sustain every year until 2030 to be on pace to limit

global warming,” Eric Holthaus, a prominent progressive

environmentalist, tweeted approvingly. “This is what ‘rapid,

far-reaching and unprecedented changes in all of society’ looks

like. . . . Action on this scale is what’s needed to transform our

world into one that sustains and nurtures life in all its forms.”

This antipathy toward human life extends beyond the cel-

ebration of our current economic misfortune. Bernie

Sanders revealed his hand last year when he told a town hall

that he was “very, very strongly” in favor of funding abor-

tions in developing countries as a way to fight overpopula-

tion. Paul Ehrlich, a prominent Stanford ecologist, has

advocated a host of anti-natalist policies, such as the subsi-

dization of vasectomies and the spiking of food and water

with sterilizing drugs. And many rank-and-file progressive

thinkers have increasingly questioned the basic morality of

having children.

This anti-humanism is likely the reason for the environmen-

talist Left’s deep distrust of free markets. For the progressive

and radical environmentalists who view the fight against cli-

mate change as requiring revolutionary political change, capi-

talism is the sworn enemy of environmental sustainability, and

the great wealth that it produces is at the direct expense of our

natural world; a worldview holding that human and natural

interests are necessarily at odds will regard the vast material

wealth produced by democratic, capitalist systems as an object

of suspicion. “Our civilization is being sacrificed for the oppor-

tunity of a very small number of people to continue making

enormous amounts of money,” proclaimed Greta Thunberg at

the COP24 climate conference in Poland. “And if solutions

within this system are so impossible to find, then maybe we

should change the system itself.” Following Thunberg’s lead,

progressive environmentalists have made “System change, not

climate change” a rallying cry of their movement. 

By contrast, the conservative-environmentalist movement

understands and appreciates the importance of markets in help-

ing us combat environmental degradation. “It gets the incen-

tives for conservation right,” says Hannah Downey, the policy

director for the Property and Environment Research Center, a

free-market environmentalist think tank in Bozeman, Mont.

“Centrally planned approaches to environmentalism, on the

other hand, struggle because they lack the local information and

values needed for cooperative, sustainable solutions.”

Conservative environmentalists such as Downey see capi-

talism as a force for greater sustainability and environmental

renewal. “Oftentimes, capitalism is blamed for businesses’
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exploiting natural resources to meet the greedy wants of the

rich,” she says. “I would argue, however, that it is a lack of

clear property rights that causes many of our environmental

problems. Clear property rights are essential for markets

and capitalism to function properly, [and] clear ownership

is also important to realize the scarcity of resources and

spur innovation.” 

There’s real merit to this assessment: As Nick Lindquist

wrote at NATIONAL REVIEW ONLINE in May, weak property

rights on America’s public lands create a “tragedy-of-the-

commons effect” in which private citizens and public-land

agencies “have a weak mutual understanding of what is and

isn’t allowed on a given plot of leased public land, furthering

the degradation of the land in question.” This manifests itself

in everything from private benefactors’ not being allowed to

bid to purchase land for conservation purposes to perverse

incentives for water-usage rights, where a “use it or lose it”

approach “encourages ranchers and landowners to divert as

much water from rivers and streams as they can, because they

will lose the rights to however much water they don’t divert

the following year.” 

But beyond questions of efficiency and incentive, the

decentralized character of markets also allows for subsidiarity

and local self-determination—values that lie at the heart of

conservative environmentalism. Love of place, not an abstract

and ever-expanding notion of “climate justice,” forms the

basis of the conservative-environmentalist sensibility. 

“It is incredibly important that environmental solutions

directly involve local communities,” Downey says. “The peo-

ple who are on the ground and engage with the environmental

problem on a day-to-day basis will best understand the nuances

of the problem and the economic or cultural challenges that

drive it. This local knowledge can then inform how to fix the

problem in a way that actually gets the incentives right for con-

servation, so that solutions are actually implemented.”

At their best, markets are not just a means of achieving the

efficient allocation of goods and resources, but a catalyst for a

spontaneous order that allows environmental sustainability

free from the imposition of a faceless bureaucracy. For this

reason, conservative environmentalism is a much richer con-

servationist tradition than its radical left-wing competitors: It

does not demand adherence to one-size-fits-all utopian

visions, but is instead harmonizable with the traditions and

ways of living that particular communities have accustomed

themselves to. 

The conservative understands that oikophilia—the love of

home—is what leads to the desire to conserve. This is why the

conservative approach to environmentalism also has far more

political potential than the utopian ambitions of the environ-

mentalist Left: It promises to renew people’s attachment to

their communities rather than demand that they transform

them. Such an approach “has massive potential for creating a

new environmental movement,” says Robinson. “But, honestly,

I think it kind of offers a potential salve for some of the larger

societal ills that we’re struggling with right now as well. The

forming of ‘little platoons’ and Tocquevillian local interest

groups is something that the United States has a long tradition

of, but we’re not doing it so well right now. We need more

human contact and people coming together around shared

interests, and I think environmental stewardship is a very

healthy medium for that.”

In the conservative view, the human community and its nat-

ural habitat are connected rather than mutually exclusive.

Gratitude for our natural heritage therefore does not preclude

an appreciation for the political and moral traditions of our

ancestors, nor is the conservation of one the necessary destruc-

tion of the other. The two are inextricably linked. As the late

philosopher Roger Scruton wrote:

Conservatism, as I understand it, means the maintenance of the

social ecology. It is true that individual freedom is a part of that

ecology, since without it social organisms cannot adapt. But

freedom is not the only goal of politics. Conservatism and con-

servation are two aspects of a single long-term policy, which

is that of husbanding resources and ensuring their renewal.

These resources include the social capital embodied in laws,

customs and institutions; they also include the material capital

contained in the environment, and the economic capital con-

tained in a free but law-governed economy. According to this

view, the purpose of politics is not to rearrange society in the

interests of some overarching vision or ideal, such as equality,

liberty or fraternity. It is to maintain a vigilant resistance to the

entropic forces that threaten our social and ecological equilib-

rium. The goal is to pass on to future generations, and mean-

while to maintain and enhance, the order of which we are the

temporary trustees.

Understanding this, the Right should welcome the young

conservative-environmentalist movement as one might a

long-lost family member. 

It is to the modern environmentalist movement’s great

shame that it has been co-opted by angry radicals with little to

say beyond expressions of their incoherent dissatisfaction

with the state of existence. But conservative environmental-

ism has little use for protests and bullhorns. Rather, it is an

attachment to the quiet dignity of what Russell Kirk called the

“Permanent Things”: the untamed vastness of the Pacific

Northwest, the snow-capped peaks of the Rocky Mountains,

and the gloomy fog of the rocky coasts at the easternmost

edge of the great American continent. It is the desire to con-

serve those unchanging monuments, standing through the

passage of generations as persistent reminders of truth and

beauty in a fallen world. 
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Conservative environmentalism is harmonizable with the
traditions and ways of living that particular communities

have accustomed themselves to. 



‘D
EATH TO AMERICA”: the standard Iranian

rally cry. We were always told they didn’t

mean it literally. It was a ritual expression of

geopolitical and cultural conflict. What they

probably meant was “Steady, incremental decline to America,

which, combined with an atrophied economy and manufac-

turing base, will, over time, lead to a reduced ability to

project power in the Middle East.” But you can’t chant that!

You’d get winded after a while. So they settled on “Death to

America” as a shorthand. They didn’t really mean it. 

Death to Israel, though, abso-rootin’-tootin’-lutely. 

Well. The other night a large group of masked miscre-

ants, clad in chic protester-black, romped through Oak -

land, Calif., breaking things and yelling. Their chant:

“Death to America.”

You wait for CNN and MSNBC shows to explain what

they really mean. 

News analyst: “This chant may sound shocking to some,

but you have to understand the context. To them, America

is a systematically oppressive system that has been

oppressing, systematically, since the first Pilgrim set foot

on this continent, saw an Indigenous person, enslaved him,

shot him, and was acquitted by the second Pilgrim off the

boat. To the protesters, this America cannot be reformed, it

can only be replaced.”

Token conservative guest: “So in other words, they want

death to America.”

“Well, sure, if you want to get literal, but it’s more about

rebirth. People get hung up on the whole death part. ”

The host interjects: “You have to admit that for Donald

Trump supporters, they’re hearing ‘Death to America’ and

thinking that the president is correct when he says the pro-

testers want death to America.”

“Of course,” says the analyst. “The president is certainly

encouraging that view at every turn, stoking anger and

fanning hate when he’s not fanning anger and stoking

hate. Systemically, I might add.”

Token conservative: “Look, I dislike Donald Trump as

much as anyone, but—”

Host: “Thank you, that’s all we have time for. Coming

up, we’ll talk to someone who believes the right wing is

behind the unrest in the cities, in order to boost the job num-

bers in the plywood and glass-replacement sectors of the

economy. Right after this.”

Supposedly the Democrats have realized that riots are

polling poorly, so you might not get a gentle endorsement of

“Death to America” from mainstream figures. The media

people who’ve been insisting that protests are “mostly peace-

ful,” often while standing in front of something that looks

like the last reel of a Godzilla movie, will reframe the occu-

pation of nighttime cities as a pushback against Trump orcs,

who stream from the heartland in numberless waves. 

The leftist academics will still endorse “Death to America”

as a metaphor, since they want to replace the current system

with one that is utterly egalitarian but somehow still in -

cludes tenure.

Meanwhile, the protesters will continue to endear them-

selves to the nation with destruction, immolation, beatings,

and that surefire trick for getting a torpid, weary, hard-

working Middle American demographic to flock to your

side: endless screeching from young white women who

sound as if they have a pantsful of fire ants.

What is it with these women? They’re always screaming

at big beefy cops, who are standing impassively while 97

pounds of concentrated bile shrieks the F-bomb because the

police are not letting the protesters destroy/occupy/deface

something. Luke Skywalker didn’t have this level of father

issues. The rage is so off-putting and all-consuming you

imagine it continues when they get home, and all their cats

are deaf.

One of the popular tactics consists of going into neigh-

borhoods after dark, making a lot of noise, and chanting,

“Out of your homes and into the streets.” Surprise: There

is no exodus of weary residents who throw back the cov-

ers, shrug on a robe, and go outside to join a mob of hec-

toring Marxists. 

“Where are you going?” the wife asks.

“Just going to head outside and demand the end of prop-

erty and commodified labor for a while.”

“Well, don’t stay out too late.”

“No, of course not, I have to work tomorrow.”

As noted, the Democrats are starting to realize that

waving away the nightly riots isn’t good for business and

hence they have to lie about their decades-long love of

shouting and breaking things. What began as veneration

for the peaceful civil-rights movement quickly morphed

into nodding approval of anti-war unrest, and “protest”

was valorized without regard to its form. Then the

Democrats who understood American exceptionalism

were replaced by gassy-noggin progressives who saw

America as exceptionally rotten, an anomaly in a world

that would otherwise be peaceful and just (except for the

part about Iranians hanging gays, but give ’em time, don’t

be Islamophobic). Protest and destruction were now signs

of a pure heart. 

It’s odd how destruction seems the only means in which

a group that says it wants change by any means shows

any interest. 

Here’s another tired slogan: “If you’re not outraged,

you’re not paying attention.” People who pay attention to

the nightly disorder, the lawless streets, the broken glass,

the filthy graffiti, the shuttered storefronts, the demands for

ideological conformity—oh, they’re outraged, all right.

But they’re outraged by the wrong things, so they don’t

count. They’re probably Nazis. Death to Nazis! Also to

America, which defeated Nazis! Hell, death to everything! 

It says something about the protesters, no? You hear them

chant for death, and you know they’ve never felt so alive.

Demonstration Nation

Athwart
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NEW GUIDELINES

While the key national poll num-

bers are generally in the positive

range, with a +8 to +10 lead for the

Biden-Harris team, the single num-

ber to watch according to a consen-

sus of epidemiologists and pollsters

is the R(0) number, or “Reelect

Naught” measurement.

The R(0) number is derived from

polls taken post-convention of eligi-

ble voters and is based on the proba-

bility finding of the reelection of

Donald Trump. Thus, an R(0) num-

ber suggests that current COVID-19

guidance and precautions, such as

business slowdowns, mandatory

mask-wearing, air-travel restric-

tions, etc. can be relaxed in anticipa-

tion of a Biden victory. 

We are aware that there is “corona

fatigue” amongst our media partners

and their audiences. But in this

instance, bad news really is good

news, and good news is mostly bad

news, from an election perspective.

Thus, in light of the lower R(0)

index, we are allowing our media

partners at most to adopt a “limited

good news” approach to COVID-19

and related events. Media partners

are allowed to identify small items

designed to suggest “light at the end

of the tunnel”–type reactions, as well

as what clinicians refer to as

“despite” pieces, as in: “Despite the

lethal and incompetent lack of lead-

ership from Donald Trump, there are

signs that the coronavirus is waning,

due to fast and decisive actions taken

by Democratic governors . . .”

Mask-wearing will continue to be

an important component of our

COVID-19 safety guidance, espe-

cially as it relates to media partners

in suburban “red” or “purple” zones. 

Please note that as these num-

bers fluctuate, we may require

more or less stringent regulations

from our media partners. Partners

should be prepared to shift both the

emphasis and the specifics as the

situation warrants. Please check

with the DNC often for updates and

new guidance.

For instance, should the national

R(0) measurement increase, then we

recommend that COVID-19-related

precautionary measures be intensi-

fied, up to and including a total

national lockdown and a cessation of

all economic activity, until such time

as the R(0) measurement returns to

its 0 or –1 level. Our media partners

will be expected in this case to com-

ply with all DNC safety directives,

including publishing/broadcasting

the cumulative death toll from

COVID-19 and COVID-19-adjacent

fatalities on the upper part of the

front page/lower third of the televi-

sion screen during all political and

cultural coverage. 

The national infection rate and

the related Infection Fatality Rate

(IFR) will continue to be key

indices of the state of national

emergency. We anticipate requir-

ing that current guidance and pre-

cautions will re main in place until

14 December 2020, when the

Electoral College meets to validate

the findings from Election Day. At

which point media partners should

be prepared to announce the disap-

pearance of the COVID-19 threat

and the corona virus in general

from the country as a whole and to

advocate a “return to normalcy” to

coincide with the beginning of the

Biden-Harris administration.

Please be advised that should the

events of 14 December move in a

different direction from what is cur-

rently projected, media partners

should be prepared to declare a

national shutdown emergency. It

will be up to each media partner to

decide how to implement this order,

but some suggestions include pre -

paring alarming graphics, multiple

sad black-and-white photo essays,

tearful children, etc.

Additionally, our media partners

are notified that the Portland Index

will be recalculated beginning this

week. The Portland Index measures

the rate of anxiety felt by eligible vot-

ers as regards urban unrest, such as

has been depicted in places like

Portland. The Portland Index (PI) is

now set at a baseline 1, and is currently

calculated at PI(6). Thus, media part-

ners are now ordered to follow emer-

gency PI guidelines, which include

removing all depictions of violence,

flames, looting, and/or physical

assaults from pages and websites on

a continuing basis. Coverage of

protests and demonstrations must

follow the guidelines previously

established for the Women’s March

and the coverage of Palestinian upris-

ings in occupied lands.

We understand that this is confus-

ing to some of our media partners.

What is important to understand,

as we move closer to November, is

that a higher Portland Index will

trigger less allowable coverage of

Portland and Portland-similar urban

unrest. Thus, if the PI remains at a

+1 level, our media partners are

instructed to eliminate PI-related

coverage from their pages and

broadcasts. This is different from

the R(0) measurements, in which a

higher R(0) number triggers more

coverage. For further clarification,

please sign up for our weekly webi-

nar for media partners.

Remember: SAFETY FIRST!



storytelling to craft a riveting narrative. In

our current intellectual climate, which

seems to prize tendentiousness, it is rare to

find such a clear-eyed and non-polemical

work of history. 

The hardhat riot, Kuhn astutely explains,

was one skirmish in a kind of civil war with-

in the Democratic Party that led to the

breakup of the New Deal coalition and

eventually to the Reagan Revolution. On

one side of this divide was the traditional

worker, FDR’s “everyman,” who supported

the New Deal, its labor protections, modest

social-welfare policies, and overall concern

for the common man and woman. On the

other side were more-affluent liberals,

especially young people who protested the

Vietnam War and pushed for civil rights and

women’s rights. By the 1960s, the chasm

between these two wings of the Demo -

cratic Party was proving unbridgeable.

The white lower middle class, notes

historian Steve Fraser, had once “been

regarded as cultural heroes standing up to

the fat cat, applauded for their everyman

insouciance.” By the late 1960s, he con-

tinues, “they had become culturally dis-

reputable, reactionary outlaws, decidedly

unstylish in what they wore and drank and

in how they played; they were looked on

as lesser beings.” 

Under the mayoralty of John Lindsay,

New York City had become a key battle-

ground in this political clash. A liberal

Republican who would switch parties after

the hardhat riots, Lindsay was an early

fashioner of the top-down political coali-

tion that would replace the New Deal

coalition. He fused together the business

community, liberal reformers, the New

Left, and the city’s minority community

into a left-liberal coalition. Outer-borough

“white ethnics”—many of them middle-

and lower-middle-class Democrats—now

found themselves the villains in Lindsay’s

political play. A privileged WASP, he had

little understanding of the lives of the work-

ing class and little patience for their com-

plaints about crime, taxes, and welfare. 

By 1970, Lindsay had moved steadily

away from his silk-stocking Republican -

ism and had become aligned with the New

Left. In late April 1970, he gave a speech at

the University of Pennsylvania declaring

anti-war protesters “the guys who are hero-

ic.” Lindsay was no pacifist or coward—

he had seen combat in the Pacific during

World War II as a Naval officer—but his

words seemed to grate on those New

Yorkers who reserved talk of heroism for

military exploits.

The road to the hardhat riot began the

day after Lindsay’s speech, when President

Nixon announced an expansion of the

Vietnam War into neighboring Cambodia,

setting off a new round of anti-war protests

across the country. On May 4, a protest at

Kent State University turned bloody when

Ohio National Guard troops shot into the

crowd and killed four protesters. In re -

sponse, Lindsay ordered all city public

schools closed for a “day of reflection” and

the American flag at City Hall lowered to

half-staff to commemorate the dead. 

On Thursday, May 7, the funeral for one

of the dead Kent State students was held in

Manhattan, fueling more protests, includ-

ing one at the steps of Federal Hall on Wall

Street, across from the New York Stock

Exchange, the site of George Washington’s

first inauguration. The protests drew the

attention of a number of construction

workers who were building the World

Trade Center complex a few blocks away.

A brief fight broke out between them and

the protesters, but it was quickly stopped by

police. Something was certainly in the air.

Then came Friday, May 8—“Bloody

Friday.” Protesters again took to the steps

of Federal Hall for a rally. By late morning,

hundreds of hardhat construction workers

had made their way over to the corner of

Wall and Broad looking for a fight, some

armed with pipes and wrenches. Wall

Street office workers joined the scrum or

watched from their windows. Chaos

ensued, and fights broke out throughout

the crowd. At one point, the hardhats made

it to the top of the steps of Federal Hall to

plant an American flag. As many as 10,000

people were now in front of Federal Hall,

with thousands more filling nearby streets.

Groups of hardhats then marched up

Broadway to City Hall, carrying flags and

chanting “U.S.A., all the way!” They

focused their ire on Mayor Lindsay and

the flag flying at half-staff. Police lost

control over the crowd as the hardhats

climbed the stairs, trying to get inside

City Hall. Feeling desperate and be -

sieged, Lindsay’s deputy mayor reluctantly

agreed to raise the flag to appease the

I
F you spend time paying attention

to political bumper stickers, you

will probably notice a much

greater likelihood of finding a

“Trump for President” sticker on a pickup

truck or the van of a blue-collar worker

than on an Audi, a Lexus, or a Subaru.

Since 2016, it has become obligatory to

include a discussion of the so-called

white working class when explaining the

rise of Trumpism in the Republican Party. 

Yet this trend has been decades in the

making, as David Paul Kuhn explains in

his outstanding new book, The Hardhat

Riot. A political journalist, Kuhn takes the

reader back to the streets of Lower

Manhattan in May 1970, when construc-

tion workers faced off against anti-war

protesters and college students. Through

dogged research, Kuhn has uncovered

thousands of pages of never-before-seen

NYPD documents that allow him to tell

the story of the riot in detail, combining

eyewitness reports with his own gifted

3 5S P O N S O R E D  B Y National Review Institute

The Hardhat Riot: Nixon, New York City, and the

Dawn of the White Working-Class Revolution, 

by David Paul Kuhn (Oxford University

Press, 416 pp., $29.95)

The Silent

Majority’s

Riot

V I N C E N T  J .  C A N N A T O

Mr. Cannato teaches history at the University of

Massachusetts Boston and is the author of The
Ungovernable City: John Lindsay and His
Struggle to Save New York.

Books, Arts & Manners



really was a spontaneous demonstration

by working men angered not just by anti-

war protesters but also by New York’s

mayor. Kuhn also dismisses the notion

that the riots were really about race, as one

of Lindsay’s top aides stubbornly insisted

decades later. Apart from one scuffle

between hardhats and a couple of teen -

age African Americans, this was a fight

between whites within the Democratic

Party, separated by a class and cultural

divide that grew wider by the day.

Unlike many commentators at the time

who saw the hardhat riots as an expression

of quasi-fascism, Kuhn gives the hardhats

their due. The hardhat riot was not quite a

“pro-war” demonstration, as it has often

been described. Many of the working-class

men were veterans themselves or had chil-

dren who were in the service. They were

ambivalent about the war, but not about

America. “Most Americans soured on the

war but not their nation or its flag,” writes

Kuhn. “They could not conceive of detach-

ing those colors from the soldiers who died

beneath the nation’s banner.” Throughout

the book, Kuhn lets the hardhats speak for

themselves, and one constant theme is

their disgust at the way that the American

flag was being treated. They saw anti-

war protesters spitting on and tearing up

the flag, as well as waving the Vietcong

flag. They saw a mayor using the Ameri -

can flag to make an anti-war political

statement. It was (and still is) hard for lib-

erals to understand such a visceral and

patriotic reaction. To the hardhats, the pro-

testers were not just anti-war. They were

anti-American. “A lot of good men died

for that flag,” said one of the hardhats.

“We’re not going to let a lot of long-haired

kids and fast-talking politicians who make

big money take it away from us.”

In 1970, Donald Trump was working

for his father’s real-estate company in

Brook lyn and Queens and would have

had a close understanding of the lives

and beliefs of outer-borough construc-

tion workers. Like a majority of Ameri -

cans, Trump no doubt took the side of the

hardhats. His recent arguments against

professional athletes who kneel during the

national anthem and his references to a

new “silent majority” are echoes from

the era of the hardhat riots. But this is not

1970. “The hardhats won the day but

lost the long fight,” concludes Kuhn.

Surveying the wreckage of American

society in 2020, it is hard to argue with

that conclusion.
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skillfully pivoted toward courting labor.

Later in May, Nixon hosted union leaders

in the Oval Office, where the president of

the New York Steamfitters union gifted him

a ceremonial hardhat. Republicans would

come to rely on blue-collar workers—

whether they were called the “silent major-

ity” or “Reagan Democrats”—increasingly

put off not just by the liberalism of the

Democratic Party but also by the contempt

that liberals seemed to have for them.

Kuhn is tough on the NYPD for not

more forcefully opposing the hardhats

and arresting those who had committed

assaults, but he also realizes that the

police sympathized with the hardhats and

despised the young protesters for under-

standable reasons. As an older bystander

yelled to the student protesters: “You call

them ‘pigs’ and want them to help you.”

When it came to the hardhat riots, liberals

had suddenly become champions of law

and order. On the other side, the police and

the hardhats were the loudest defenders of

law and order, yet on May 8 they were

cheering anarchy and violence in the

streets. The world had turned topsy-turvy. 

Kuhn clears up some misunderstand-

ings about the riot. He found no evidence

for the conspiracy theory that it was orga-

nized by outsiders, including the Nixon

administration. The riot/counterprotest

crowd. At the sight of the flag being raised,

the hardhats let out a roar and began

singing “God Bless America” and “The

Star-Spangled Banner.” The riot seemed

to be over. But it wasn’t.

Another Lindsay aide decided to go to

the roof to lower the flag again, mockingly

flashing a peace sign at the hard hats,

which further angered the crowd. Across

the street from City Hall was Pace Uni -

versity, where students began taunting the

hardhats, raising an anti-war banner from

the rooftop and hurling debris at them

below. And so the street fighting began

again, as hardhats now battled to get inside

the Pace building to attack students.

The scene at City Hall Park was unbe-

lievable. “Thousands of spectators moved

like erratic waves, pulled with each gasp

in the crowd, or the sight of men run-

ning, or shrieks of fear,” writes Kuhn.

“The center of the action often moved

suddenly and mass brutality accumulat-

ed rapidly, as a leaking dam might swift-

ly flood, and the crowd soon followed,

gawking at the violence.”

By late afternoon, the fighting had most-

ly subsided, and the hardhats returned to

their worksites. The message of the riots

resonated across the country. In Washing -

ton, Nixon saw the hardhats as a vital

expression of the “silent majority” and

When I was young and full of  mockery
And played whole days by old Jane Frances’ gate
My Grandpa’s visits brought this gift of  fate
That he, unasked, would cut the grass for me.

With a bound and a bang I’d scamper off
From near that patch of  many-rooted ground
As quickly as I heard the mower sound
For fear some neighbor catch me out and scoff.

The northern summer common seemed and rare
Its gold and green flung widely in the sun
And by that summer’s ebb I was as grown
As any sapling in the grass-sweet air.

But he, with shirtsleeves rolled up to the bicep,
Would cut each narrow strip and round each root
Guide the machine with steady hand and foot.
At last, the job complete, he’d sweep the high step. 

Then in the final quiet I’d arrive
Cooled and gladdened, expecting without fail
To see the grass cut, bundled, and as well
To find his car no longer blocked the drive.

—LEE OSER

THE MOWER



tailor-made for conspiracy theorists,”

Mikics writes. “Legions of web-based

crackpots long ago fell in love with The

Shining, which is said to prove that

Kubrick faked the Apollo 11 moon land-

ing for NASA. . . . But Kubrick’s films

cannot be decoded this way. They are

open-ended works of art, not puzzles

waiting to be solved.”

To be sure, Mikics, an English profes-

sor at the University of Houston, was a

Kubrick fan before becoming a Kubrick

scholar. “I first saw 2001 at about age

twelve, a few years after its premiere,” he

writes. “From the beginning, the movie

possessed me completely. I pored over

Jerome Agel’s book The Making of

‘2001,’ which was full of curiosities (the

zero-gravity toilet instructions, HAL’s

deathbed monologue printed in full).” 

Yet this book, which is part of the

superb Jewish Lives series of Yale Uni -

versity Press, is clearly not the product of

a 2001-mad twelve-year-old. Mikics pro-

ceeds judiciously through Kubrick’s life

and work, drawing links between the two

as they present themselves but only

rarely straining to make such connec-

tions; particularly persuasive is his argu-

ment that Kubrick’s loving, supportive

mother, Gert, cast a long shadow over his

work, evident in, for example, the bond

between Lady Lyndon (Marisa Berenson)

and her grown son in Barry Lyndon

(1975) and in the one between a robot boy

and his adoptive human mother in A.I.

(a film initiated by Kubrick but actually

made by Spielberg in 2001). 

Particularly admirable is Mikics’s

attempt to situate Kubrick within larger

filmmaking currents. Countering critics

who charged that Kubrick was detached

from the nation of his birth, Mikics insists

that he remained tethered to American

culture, extolling the virtues of Super

Bowl commercials, excelling at short-

order-style cooking, and, in The Shining,

creating a horror film that, the author

intriguingly argues, followed in the foot-

steps of other “great American movies

about masculine rage,” including John

Ford’s The Searchers (1956).

A
T what point does a filmmak-

er cease to benefit from an

obsessed fan base? In the case

of Stanley Kubrick, that point

is reached when such obsessiveness starts

to obscure the actual qualities of his films.

Trust me. When it comes to being

obsessive about the maker of Dr. Strange -

love (1964), 2001: A Space Odyssey

(1968), and A Clockwork Orange

(1971), I know whereof I speak. In 1999,

when I was 16, I spent my summer vaca-

tion seeing Kubrick’s final film, Eyes

Wide Shut. From mid July through early

September, I saw the film ten times in

all. Every week or two, as ordinary,

unconverted audiences moved on to

other movies, I lined up to buy my tick-

et, plunked down in increasingly empty

theaters, and communed with the aes-

thetic spirit of my recently deceased

favorite filmmaker. (Kubrick had died

that March.)

Why did Kubrick inspire such feelings

of devotion? Born in New York in 1928,

he became widely known during a period

when many filmmakers were regarded

with awe and treated with extreme defer-

ence: Their names were not simply above

the title, as in the days of Frank Capra;

they were guests on the leading talk

shows, fixtures on the red carpet, and the

subjects of magazine cover stories—

Kubrick himself appeared on the cover of

a 1972 issue of Newsweek.

Yet Kubrick managed to project a def-

inite image to the public without going to

a lot of effort—in fact, he did it largely

by disappearing from sight, at least as

compared with his omnipresent peers

such as Francis Ford Coppola or Steven

Spielberg. You might say that he was a

master of addition by subtraction: By

choosing to remain tantalizingly elusive,

Kubrick—who, in the early 1960s, fled

the razzmatazz of Hollywood for the

pastoral comfort of England—inspired

intense loyalty among studio bosses,

underlings, and ticket-buyers. 

Like the ghosts who periodically drop

in on Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson) in

The Shining (1980), Kubrick every five or

seven or twelve years deposited a master-

piece in multiplexes. Whereas Woody

Allen arguably became underappreciated

because of the frequency with which his

films came out, Kubrick surely realized

that his long spells of seeming inactivity

punctuated by bursts of filmmaking con-

tributed to the keen interest that surround-

ed each new release. In a sense, even if the

director had not died prior to the release of

Eyes Wide Shut, seeing the film that sum-

mer would still have been like receiving

transmissions from another dimension.

Kubrick’s sphinxlike image may have

seduced the brass at Warner Bros.—which

proudly funded his films and tolerated his

lavish production schedules—but, on bal-

ance, that image has clouded the critical

faculties of countless film critics, jour-

nalists, and talking heads. Kubrick risks

being genuflected to as a guru rather than

studied as a real, working filmmaker. 

Happily, David Mikics’s new book,

Stanley Kubrick: American Filmmaker,

is bracingly commonsensical and free

from the combination of over-the-top

awe and geeky obsessiveness that too

often mars commentary on the director—

a tendency the author identifies early on.

“Because Kubrick is so lucid yet at times

so enigmatic, a few of his movies seem
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argues that Kubrick revealed more of

himself in the portrait of marital confu-

sion in Eyes Wide Shut and would have

revealed still more in an unproduced film

about the Holocaust, The Aryan Papers. 

This contention should not be taken as

a repetition of the canard that Kubrick

was a cold or unfeeling director. Like

Vincente Minnelli, he was energized by

cinematic style itself: the joy of making a

felicitous camera move (Mikics notes

that “Kubrick always reserved for him-

self the handheld camera sequences, with

their rough, jostling feel”) or selecting

the right color scheme; when you watch

the men’s-room scene in The Shining,

does Kubrick seem more engaged by

what the characters are saying or by its

blinding cherry-red walls and stalls? Not

that Kubrick was uninterested in acting.

His many stretched-out dialogue scenes,

such as the famously halting, awkward

one that concludes Eyes Wide Shut,

should be taken not as desultory exposi-

tion but as evidence of his surprising

delight in actors—a delight that seems to

have prompted, in part, his much-noted

penchant for rolling repeated takes. “It

isn’t right, and we are going to keep

doing it until it is right, because you guys

are good,” Kubrick told a complaining

Adolphe Menjou while making Paths of

Glory (1957). Mikics marvels at the

bravado of that comment—“‘You guys

are good,’ said to a seasoned star like

Menjou!”—and it’s just the sort of solid,

unpretentious detail that enriches this

book and deepens our understanding of

this incredible moviemaker.

Lazy critics often treat Kubrick’s work

as a closed system, but Mikics—while

never hesitant to identify through-lines

connecting his films—is always eager to

point out the work of other directors that

Kubrick built on. He observes that a

famous shot in A Clockwork Orange of

the homicidal hooligan Alex (Malcolm

McDowell) speeding in a car against

intentionally artificial back projection

was anticipated in Bonnie and Clyde

(1967). And in contrast to the wearying

overthinking present in many analyses

of The Shining, he smartly notes that

the infamous Room 237—whose ghostly

inhabitants beckon Jack Torrance—is

“the place where trauma dwells, like the

fruit cellar in Psycho.” 

Mikics applies the same care and

attention to each of Kubrick’s 13 feature

films, even those most likely to be under-

estimated by today’s audiences, such as

Spartacus (1960) and Lolita (1962). Yet

some of us may still wonder: If we

denude Kubrick of the sort of grandiose

mythology that too often accrues to him,

what does it all come to? Mikics hardly

breaks new critical ground when he

states that Kubrick’s films “are about

mastery that fails.” “Perfectly controlled

schemes get botched through human

error or freak accidents, or hijacked by

masculine rage,” Mikics writes, and

while the plots of many of Kubrick’s

films conform with this pattern—and

Kubrick’s on-screen interest in strategies

of control, and their potential to unravel,

certainly parallels his own tenaciously

well-thought-out working methods—I

remain unconvinced that the observa-

tion applies equally to all the films in

Kubrick’s grandly diverse filmography.

By the same token, I question Mikics’s

assertion that “Kubrick liked his pro-

tagonists baffled and beaten, and not

overly smart,” a description that doesn’t

seem to take into account the keen verbal

skills of Alex in A Clockwork Orange or

the self-conscious intellectual ambiva-

lence of Private Joker (Matthew Modine)

in Full Metal Jacket (1987).

Surely many Kubrick films sprang

from deep-seated personal interests—for

example, the director’s terror over the

prospect of nuclear war fueled what

became Dr. Strangelove—but, just as

often, he kept his antennae attuned to

unlikely material, quickly settling on A

Clockwork Orange as a replacement

project for the long-planned Napoleon

and reading Stephen King’s The Shining

after a studio boss sent it to him. Perhaps

what animated Kubrick was a desire not

to alter the course of cinema history but

merely to tell good stories in a stylish and

intelligent manner to a wide audience—

something Mikics intuits when he writes

that Kubrick did not wish to be consigned

to art houses (as was obvious from the

hyped-up marketing campaigns the direc-

tor supervised, including the famously

misleading one for Eyes Wide Shut).

In the way he told his stories, Kubrick

seldom seemed exercised by the demons

that plagued his protagonists. “He is an

arch modernist, allergic to tearjerkers,

joyous endings, and scenes full of

heart,” Mikics writes. Indeed, the direc-

tor observes a range of behavior—the

misplaced bravado of General Buck

Turgidson in Dr. Strangelove, the pitiable

social-climbing of Redmond Barry in

Barry Lyndon, and the psychotic mur-

derousness of Jack Torrance in The

Shining—from the comfortable distance

of a photojournalist who has happened

upon a compelling, sometimes grisly

scene. Not coincidentally, Kubrick was

once employed as a photographer for

Look magazine—a pre-filmmaking

career ably sketched by Mikics. It is rare

for Kubrick to engage in outright lobby-

ing; Dr. Strangelove is surely alive with

rage at the leaders entrusted with nuclear

arsenals, but the critic Robert Brustein has

noted its non-polemical quality: “Kubrick

has managed to explode the right-wing

position without making a single left-

wing affirmation.” Mikics compellinglyW
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A scene from Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Shut



between joining together to build a truly

inclusive, unified country—a multiracial

democracy, politically and economically—

or going our separate ways. We can’t

put it off much longer. We must finally

finish the work of Reconstruction or give

up on the Union entirely.” 

This is a contention that he never really

supports, instead attempting to redefine

American history as a long near-exercise

in disunion. 

He has a point about the difficulty of

tethering the colonies into a collective

unit prior to the Revolution, and even

afterward. Adopted only after years of

wrangling, the Articles of Confedera -

tion were notoriously weak and insuffi-

cient to the task of creating a true

national government. If the Articles

had defined post-independence America

instead of being a brief interlude, Kreitner

would have an unimpeachable case for

his thesis. Unfortunately for his argu-

ment, in relatively short order, we got

the Constitution. 

Kreitner tries to discredit and minimize

the constitutional project. He rehearses

the dusty old Charles Beard argument that

a cabal of the wealthy pushed through

the Constitution to protect its economic

interests, an interpretation that didn’t

withstand serious historical scrutiny. He

also hits the Federalists for staging a

coup against the Articles and using sharp

practices to get their way. But it was the

Confederation Congress that authorized

what would become the Constitutional

Convention, whose handiwork went to

special conventions in the various states

for ratification, in an open and democratic

process. If Federalists used every advan-

tage at hand, this was high-stakes politics,

not beanbag. 

To make the point that the Union has

always been in doubt, Kreitner proceeds

to tick through every time a state, region,

or disaffected movement has agitated

for independence. Since every one of

these forays failed or was abandoned,

one would think the catalogue really

makes the opposite point—that despite

turbulence, the Union has proven re -

markably durable. 

The Whiskey Rebellion didn’t break up

the country and dissolved when George

Washington arrived with a force of more

than 10,000 troops.  

Other states didn’t rally to the

Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions dur-

ing the contention over the Alien and

R
ICHARD KREITNER’S book

potentially has a very short

shelf life. If Joe Biden wins in

November, the arguments of

this left-wing pro-secession book will

never get any traction.

On the other hand, if President Trump

wins reelection, the reaction against

him will be even more fevered than

after his first victory, and talk of split-

ting from the Union—or at least defy-

ing federal authority in significant

ways—will get taken more seriously in

progressive circles. 

Kreitner, a contributing writer to The

Nation, has written a readable, if stilted

and hostile, account of the American

union that would please old John C.

Calhoun—assuming the notorious South

Carolina statesman could look past

Kreitner’s woke politics. 

Kreitner maintains that “paradoxically,

disunion has been one of our only truly

national ideas,” and it’s one that he finds

highly attractive. 

“Does living in such an incomprehen-

sibly massive country,” he asks, “make

each of us more or less significant, our

lives more or less meaningful, our rights

to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-

ness more or less secure?”  

He is inclined to answer “Less,” and

largely because we are failing, in his

view, to tackle systemic racism. Accord -

ing to Kreitner, “Americans must choose
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Sedition Acts, instead ignoring or

denouncing them. 

The inadvertent tie between Thomas

Jefferson and Aaron Burr in the Electoral

College in 1800, exploited by Jefferson-

hating Federalists, didn’t rip the country

apart but was peaceably resolved. 

Aaron Burr’s scheme to create a

separate republic in the West collapsed

in ignominy. 

The Federalist-led dalliance with

disunion in the Northeast during the

War of 1812 came to nothing and pushed

the Federalist Party toward the ash heap

of history. 

Do you detect a pattern? 

Of course, after Lincoln’s election, the

South did really secede. This, too, ended

in failure, although only at the end of a

years-long war that cost 700,000 lives.

This would seem to suggest two things:

one, that the Union was dead-set on its

own preservation, and two, that secession

was impossible even for a breakaway

region that had the resources and where-

withal to make a real go of it. The Con -

federacy had a land mass comparable to

that of Western Europe, controlled the

most important commodity in trans -

atlantic trade, cotton, and fielded a sub-

stantial army led by capable military men. 

Kreitner concludes that “the Union’s

victory didn’t resolve the bitterly con-

tested constitutional issue that had pre-

cipitated the war in the first place,” an

otherworldly claim. 

He doesn’t grapple with Lincoln’s

extensive arguments against secession.

As he explained in his July 4, 1861,

address to Congress, Lincoln believed

that the states had not existed prior to the

Union and had no legal status outside it.

He pointed out that even the Articles of

Confederation referred to a perpetual

union. Yes, the states have powers and

rights under the Constitution, but destroy-

ing the government can’t be one of them.

If secession is permissible under the U.S.

Constitution, then it’s permissible under

the Confederate version, too. “The princi-

ple itself,” Lincoln said, “is one of disin-

tegration, and upon which no government

can possibly endure.” 

Even if you don’t agree with every jot

and tittle of Lincoln’s arguments, there’s

no doubt that the war settled the question

as a practical matter, and, a few years

later, the Supreme Court pronounced on it

as a constitutional matter. In a case in -

volving the status of bonds sold by Texas

Break It Up: Secession, Division, and the Secret

History of America’s Imperfect Union, by Richard

Kreitner (Little, Brown, 496 pp., $30)

Keep It

Together
R I C H A R D  L O W R Y



BOOKS, ARTS & MANNERS

|   w w w. n a t i o n a l r e v i e w. c o m                                       S E P T E M B E R 2 1 , 2 0 2 04 0

T
HE outbreak of the pandemic,

so the denizens of literary

Twitter never tired of re -

minding us, was a terrible

time to have a book coming out. In part

the problem was a dearth of attention.

People who should have been reading

more than ever were too busy refresh-

ing tallies of the death count, staring

helplessly at the ceiling, and cutting

into the wine ration. Then there was

the unspoken imperative to “read the

room.” The specter of mass death had

rendered most subjects and stories triv-

ial. To promote one’s new book under

these circumstances was selfish and

tasteless. Reading itself, and certainly

writing, might have to be put on hiatus.

(TV was fine.)

A fortunate handful of writers, how-

ever, were publishing books for which

the novel coronavirus was practically

a marketing tie-in. Think Lawrence

Wright’s pandemic novel The End of

October; Jenny Offill’s Weather, about

a woman afflicted with apocalyptic

paranoia; Bradley Garrett’s Bunker:

Building for the End Times. To this pile

we may add the poet Elisa Gabbert’s

The Unreality of Memory, a collection

of essays—many explicitly about dis-

aster, some abstractly so—that perfectly

embodies a certain attitude toward

existential danger. It is required read-

ing for anyone who feels threatened by

the future.

The Unreality of Memory is divided

into three parts. The essays in part one

are focused most directly on catastrophe:

the sinking of the Titanic, 9/11, and the

Challenger explosion in “Magnificent

Desolation”; nuclear tests, strikes, and

accidents in “Doomsday Pattern”; earth-

quakes, volcanic eruptions, and tsunamis

in “Threats”; disease in “The Great

Mortality.” Part two treats of abstrac-

tions: memory, self-consciousness, the

etiology of physical and emotional pain.

Part three is, broadly speaking, about

consuming and reacting to media in what

feels like a time of unprecedented crisis.

It is about journalistic ethics; the exer-

cise of empathy; the avoidance of “com-

passion fatigue.”

In an epilogue called “The Unreality

of Time,” Gabbert recalls her mother’s

trying to explain to a relative what it is

her daughter Elisa writes about: “Isn’t

it more about how we think about dis-

asters?” The reader is warned that, as

usual, this “we” is narrowly defined. A

short list of those who “think about

disasters” would include epidemiolo-

gists, astronomers, geologists, econo-

mists, climatologists, counterterrorism

experts, civil and structural engineers,

first responders, aid organizations,

ham-radio operators, and even dooms-

day preppers. A better way to put it is

that Gabbert’s book is about how peo-

ple who only think about disasters think

about them.

Gabbert’s fascination with disasters

stems in part, she writes, from “addic-

tion to disbelief—to the catharsis of

reality denying my expectations, or

confirming my worst fears, in spectacu-

lar fashion.” It is no great surprise, then,

that she calls 9/11 the “singular disaster

of my lifetime.” The Indian Ocean

tsunami in 2004, which she also men-

tions, killed over 75 times as many peo-

ple, but it cannot be said to have denied

the expectations of anyone in its path.

People who live near the ocean, or on a

tectonic fault line, or in an area where

a carelessly dropped cigarette might

ignite a hugely destructive wildfire,

have different expectations. 

This is by no means lost on Gabbert.

She is particularly impressed by the

high tolerance for risk of NASA engi-

neers and astronauts, or of people who

live in the flood zone of the crumbling

after it had seceded, Texas v. White, a

majority of the Court said that Texas had

entered “an indissoluble relation” upon

joining the United States and its ordi-

nance of secession had been a nullity. 

Naturally, Kreitner has no use for

Texas v. White and puffs up all the post-

war threats of disunion down to the pre-

sent day. 

He says, for instance, that the fact that

two Oregon legislators offered a proposal

for independence after Trump’s election

in 2016 and then quickly withdrew it

shows that the idea had resonance, when

clearly the harebrained proposal was a

complete nonstarter. 

There’s really nothing to be said for

disunion at any point in American history.

If we hadn’t managed to stick together

at the outset, we would have been piti-

fully picked apart by European empires,

which weren’t more liberal or democratic

than we were. If the Constitution hadn’t

forged a compromise between the sec-

tions, the slave states would have gone

their own way, untethered to a North that

would eventually become anti-slavery

and abolish slavery in the South. If we

had let the South go in 1861 or lost the

war, an independent American slave

republic with expansionist designs would

have been a disaster for North America,

and world history. 

Today, secession is a stupid fantasy.

Let’s say California wants to leave. Is the

United States just going to hand over its

military bases and federal lands? If not,

are we supposed to believe that Cali -

fornia would win a fight for these things?

With what army? And does California

really want to be compelled to have a

military budget, to enforce its borders

with Nevada, Arizona, and Oregon, and to

negotiate a trade deal with the rest of

the United States, among other obliga-

tions of sovereign states?

The watered-down Calhounism that

runs through Kreitner’s book is akin to

the way the New York Times’ 1619 Project

essentially picks up the theory of the

Founding held by slavery’s apologists—it

was for the white man, and the white

man only. The only thing that the long-

ago fire-eaters and contemporary woke

activists and intellectuals have in com-

mon is a hostility toward the United States

of America. This enmity nearly destroyed

the nation 150 years ago, and if the likes

of Richard Kreitner follow the logic of

this book, it will once again. 

The Unreality of Memory: And Other Essays, 

by Elisa Gabbert (Farrar, Straus and

Giroux, 272 pp., $16)

Crushed by

Anxiety
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Mr. Beck is a writer living in Hudson, N.Y.



the resources for the future ones; you

might not even be around for them. The

valorization of anxiety, framed as

“awareness” or “outrage,” has led to a

great deal of misspent energy. 

In her essay “I’m So Tired,” Gabbert

thinks about that discharge of energy. She

considers the limits of empathy, the

exhaustion of compassion. She con-

cludes that it is “comforting to think that

when we’re too fatigued to fight, some-

one else will take the lead. It is, perhaps,

too comforting.” But the flip side of

“compassion fatigue” is a phenomenon

we might call “empathy inflation”: the

exaggeration of one’s moral sentiments,

and the conflation of thinking about a

threat with doing something to combat it.

A neurotic fixation on doom has become

yet another personality substitute, a way

of advertising admirable qualities—not

only compassion and selflessness but

also sophistication, intellectual curiosity,

and a New Yorkerish instinct for the

“whoa”-inducing detail.

The only irritant in this mostly en -

grossing, thought-provoking, and won-

derfully written (Gabbert is a poet)

book is Gabbert’s tendency to oversell

her obsession. She is obsessed with the

Titanic, she says, and with the

Challenger disaster, with Chernobyl,

with, of all things, E. M. Cioran’s obses-

sion with insomnia. We follow her from

tweets to links and down YouTube rabbit

holes; many of her tangents, examples,

and illustrations evoke the feeling of

clicking through the “See also” sections

of successive Wikipedia pages. These

essays rarely feel obsessed in the

painstaking way that scholarship does.

They feel like products of online culture:

chatty, proceeding by exploration and

serendipity, self-dramatizing, and full of

not entirely convincing urgency. This

approach suits many subjects; when the

subject is mass-casualty catastrophe,

however, it becomes jarring.

And yet. That clash of tones, that

abrupt shift from the existential and awe-

inspiring to the trivial and mundane, is

very much of our moment. While tens of

thousands of people died, we sat inside

and distracted ourselves with Tiger King.

We are designed by the same natural

forces that terrify us to carry on in the

face of scarcely comprehensible danger.

Sometimes, as Gabbert’s book makes

clear, the best we can do is not to cower

but to marvel at it.

Mosul Dam in Iraq. She thinks of her

own home, Denver, in terms of how

well insulated it is from flooding,

storms “related to climate change” (bliz-

zards come with the territory), and

earthquakes. But her obsession with

danger can be off-putting in ways that

are never fully acknowledged or ex -

plored. As with the protagonist of Jenny

Offill’s Weather, it seems to arise, para-

doxically, from a lack of regular expo-

sure to danger.

“It is tempting to believe,” Gabbert

writes, “that progress occurs on a linear

curve, that eventually all problems will

be solved, and all accidents will be

completely preventable.” Whether or

not it is tempting to believe this is an

open question. No attentive student of

history could believe it, and Gabbert

certainly doesn’t: “There’s no reason to

assume that the curve of progress is lin-

ear, that the climb is ever increasing.”

Physics itself is a ceiling on our ascent

toward total safety. That this fact has the

flavor of grim truth-telling says a lot

about our (“our,” that is) relationship to

the precariousness and contingency of

being human.

Gabbert’s disaster essays are brim-

ming with facts and insights that recal-

ibrate that relationship. We learn that

the Titanic sank not because it struck

an iceberg but because of the highly

improbable way it did. We learn that

the eruption of a supervolcano such as

the Yellowstone caldera would be a

million times more powerful than the

Hiroshima bomb, Little Boy—and that

nothing whatsoever can be done to mit-

igate its power. These essays are deeply

frightening, if the reader lets them be.

More than that, though, they reveal that

the unthinkable is often the inevitable,

and that accepting one’s place in a vast,

infinitely complex, and indifferently

violent system may be psychologically

healthier than it sounds.

“Worry, like attention, is a limited

resource,” Gabbert writes. “That means

most of us are worrying about immedi-

ate threats—like losing our jobs or our

health care—rather than nebulous

threats that may or may not manifest

over thousands of years, even if those

latter threats are ultimately the greater

concerns.” But the immediate threat, as

the pandemic is teaching us, is always

the greatest concern. Fail to meet it

expeditiously, and you might not have
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skeptic, doubts whether heavy doses of

grammar are necessary or even helpful

today. His friend Aristophanes thinks

we’ve lost something important and that

rigorous instruction in grammar and usage

should be reintroduced in education.

SOCRATES: You believe, Aristophanes,

if I understand correctly, that grammar

needs to be brought back into the lower

schools and high schools.

ARISTOPHANES: Yes, I do. It’s most re -

grettable that people today don’t seem to

know an adjective from an adverb. People

say I played good instead of I played well. 

SOCRATES: Do you misunderstand

the person who says I played good?

Could anybody misunderstand such a

simple statement?

ARISTOPHANES: Probably not. But lis-

teners understand more than the speaker

intends. They perceive that the speaker

has been ill schooled.

SOCRATES: Oh, so you see “good gram-

mar” as a way of keeping score—a way of

determining who is well educated and

who is poorly educated.

ARISTOPHANES: I’m not saying I want it

that way. It’s just the way language works.

In every language, there are educated

ways of saying things and uneducated

ways. People think less well of someone

who hasn’t mastered the standard lan-

guage, at least if the speaker has any claim

to intellectual standing.

SOCRATES: Are you saying that the stan-

dard language is superior to various

regional and class dialects?

ARISTOPHANES: In a way, yes. Not intrin-

sically, but as a matter of history. There’s

nothing inherently superior in the structure

of the standard language. But a standard

language becomes superior because of the

literary tradition that grows up around it.

It acquires prestige because it’s used by

people in power and by people of intellec-

tual influence. Admittedly, that’s a political

point—not a literary one. But educated

people in any society inevitably pick up

the standard language. 

SOCRATES: So you want people to learn

grammar to separate themselves from the

rabble who don’t have a good command

of grammar?

ARISTOPHANES: No. That’s a grossly

unfair caricature. These divisions occur

anyway in society. I want schoolchildren

to learn something about biology, litera-

ture, mathematics, and other fields quite

apart from what the “rabble” (as you call

them) might know. That’s in the very

nature of education. And I want them to

learn about their grammar, too.

SOCRATES: Education is needed in the

other fields you mention. Learning doesn’t

come naturally, the way it does with lan-

guage. My nephew, for example, rarely

makes a grammatical mistake even though

he has never studied grammar.

ARISTOPHANES: Perhaps that’s because

he’s your nephew. From the day he was

born, he has heard nothing but educated

talk because of his parentage. What about

the “rabble” you talk about? Should they

be condemned to speak the patois of

their family members, with no education

in grammar? That’s undemocratic. They

can’t move up.

SOCRATES: Just now you complained

about someone who said I played good.

You were suggesting that he should have

said I played well. But his statement was

entirely intelligible.

ARISTOPHANES: Yes, but intelligibility

isn’t the issue. Credibility is. The lad

you’re talking about also said I wish I was

and that he could care less. Like I played

good, these two expressions brand him as

a nonstandard speaker. If he had been

trained in grammar, he’d understand

that well is the adverb, not good; that I

wish I were is the proper expression in

the subjunctive mood of the verb; and that

couldn’t care less is grammatically and

logically proper.

SOCRATES: I see what you are saying,

Aristophanes, but why can’t you just

explain that we say I wish I were, I played

well, and couldn’t care less? Why must the

lad learn the grammatical apparatus

behind each expression?

ARISTOPHANES: For one thing, Soc rates,

without the grammatical apparatus, the stu-

dent won’t know why we should use the

indicative mood when many people mistak-

enly use the subjunctive mood, as in If

Alexander was in fact murdered . . .A simple

if doesn’t necessarily call for a subjunctive.

SOCRATES: I must confess that I don’t

quite know what the subjunctive mood is

myself. This use of grammatical termi-

nology tires even me.

ARISTOPHANES: Then forgive me. I

thought things were just starting to get

interesting. You and I went to school

together, didn’t we?

SOCRATES: Yes, but I don’t remember

grammatical minutiae. I go by ear. You

started losing me. Most sensible people

go by ear.

[To be continued.]

I
T’S hard for us now to understand

just how obsessed English speak-

ers were with grammar in the 18th

and 19th centuries. The educa-

tional system was so preoccupied with it

that the lower schools acquired the name

grammar schools—a term that reached

the height of its popularity in the 1830s

but over the next century fell off dramat-

ically. In 1966, the president of the

Linguistic Society of America wrote that

“little room has been left in the English

curriculum for the study of grammar per

se.” The medieval curriculum—which

consisted of grammar, logic, and rhetoric

(the trivium)—had withered into a single

college course. Many college graduates

never even take that course anymore.

Meanwhile, those who do study gram-

mar have walled themselves off from

everybody else by creating an impenetra-

ble jargon. They often use terms that few

would or could bother to master, such as

catenatives, complementizers, D-bars,

floating quantifiers, theta-roles, V-bars,

X-bars, and zero allomorphs. That’s just for

starters. Many grammarians have started

calling themselves “grammaticographers”

who study “grammaticology.” The late

chief editor of the Oxford English Diction -

ary Robert W. Burchfield accused them

of leaving educated generalists “disas-

trously uninformed and uninstructed.” 

But is our educational system impov-

erished by the lack of instruction in

grammar? I’ll set forth opposing views in

the form of a dialogue between stalwart

interlocutors—with due apologies to Plato.

In what follows, Socrates, the perennial

A New

Socratic

Dialogue:

Part 1 of 3

B R Y A N  A .  G A R N E R

Garner the Grammarian



vating the higher mediocrity of Marvel.

Black Panther itself was something of an

exception—though not quite as good as

claimed, definitely more interesting than

the super hero norm—but there the hero

necessarily ceded a lot of the limelight to

Michael B. Jordan’s Afro-power villain,

to whom the ripest scenes belonged. 

So if you admired Boseman it was

interesting to imagine what awaited him

as an actor in the post-superhero phase of

his career, or what he and Panther’s

director, Ryan Coogler, might do with a

more earthbound script—whether to -

gether they might be able to achieve

something like the run of quality, not just

box-office glory, that Cazale achieved

with Francis Ford Coppola, Michael

Cimino, Sidney Lumet.

Now that future exists only in imagina-

tion. Hoping to get a taste of it, I turned to

one of the summer’s direct-to-Netflix

releases, Spike Lee’s Vietnam movie Da

5 Bloods, in which Boseman plays one of

five black platoon-mates who stumble on

a cache of CIA gold and then come back

to find their buried treasure 50 years later.

It’s a really good idea for a movie—an

African-American answer to Cazale’s

Deer Hunter—but in execution it’s a

strange film, and in the shadow of death

it plays mostly as a monument to might-

have-beens.

The first is the movie itself, which feels

as if it could have been great with just a

little more effort put into script, editing,

pacing, plausibility. The five “bloods” of

the title are, in old age, four: Delroy

Lindo’s Paul, Clarke Peters’s Otis, Isiah

Whitlock Jr.’s Melvin, and Norm

Lewis’s Eddie, who join Paul’s son

David (Jonathan Majors) on a Vietnam-

highlands hunt that’s officially for the

buried remains of their KIA leader

“Stormin’” Norman (Boseman) and

unofficially for the millions’ worth of

gold. Their quest tangles them with Otis’s

old flame Tiên Luu (Lê Y Lan), a French

money-launderer (Jean Reno), and a col-

lection of Western do-gooders doing

mine removal, led by a French heiress

(Mélanie Thierry) doing penance for her

family’s imperialism-gotten gains.

The last bit is a sign that the movie is

somewhat overcrowded with historical

signifiers, to which Lee adds ample refer-

ences to a newly elected Donald Trump:

Lindo’s character, the most ill used and

haunted of the bunch, sports a MAGA hat

and boasts about the Wall, to his friends’

derision. That crowdedness isn’t neces-

sarily a problem for a big Vietnam

movie (I appreciate the ghostly French-

plantation sequence in the extended cut

of Apocalypse Now), but the script over-

eggs the material, with too many charac-

ters who talk in snippets from op-eds or

social-media monologues. Meanwhile

the editing is weirdly choppy, as though

Lee had lacked the footage he needed for

some scenes, and the treasure hunt itself

plays like he wrote “Fill in details here”

and then ran out of time and just gave his

characters a metal detector.

But could-have-been-great movies are

relatively commonplace; what’s more

striking about Da 5 Bloods is how it uses

the dying Boseman. Supposedly Lee

had no idea the actor was ill during film-

ing, in which case you have to credit

Boseman himself for choosing a remark-

able valedictory role—one in which his

character exists only in flashbacks and as

a ghost, a forever-young counterpoint to

his retirement-aged co-stars, like a mem-

ory in an A. E. Housman poem. 

It’s particularly striking to watch

Boseman playing the memory of youth

alongside Lindo’s searing portrayal of the

ravages of age: They contrast like faces

in time’s mirror, the high summer of yes-

terday and the deep autumn of tomorrow. 

So Da 5 Bloods isn’t a great movie, but

it’s a fitting memorial to a life lost out of

season. R.I.P.

I
N dying of colon cancer last

month at the age of 43, Chadwick

Boseman left behind one of the

most unusual careers of any mod-

ern movie star. At age 35 he was a minor

television actor and part-time playwright,

with lots of one-off roles on CSI-type

shows and zero public recognition. Then

he won the part of Jackie Robinson in

the film 42, and over the next seven years

he played three of the most famous

African-American figures of the 20th

century—Robinson, Thurgood Marshall

in Marshall, and James Brown in Get On

Up—plus a comic-book figure you might

have heard of named “T’Challa,” a.k.a.

“Black Panther,” across four Marvel

movies, including the hugely successful

one he headlined. And then, with no

advance warning of his illness in the

tabloids or the gossip mills, he passed

away—and it turned out that several of

his most successful movies had been

filmed during the cancer battle.

For that combination of condensed

success, acting-through-illness, and un -

timely death, the closest comparison

might be John Cazale, the 1970s actor

who starred in five of the best movies of

that genius-kissed decade—both God -

fathers, The Conversation, Dog Day

Afternoon, and The Deer Hunter—and

then died of lung cancer at 42 just after

the last of them finished filming. But

Boseman’s death is the more shocking

one, both because the part of T’Challa

made him a global celebrity in a post-

privacy age and yet he kept his trials a

secret, and because he was famous as a

superhero, a muscled-up embodiment of

youth eternal, while Cazale was a gaunt

character actor in whose face you could

always see the skull beneath the skin. 

To the extra shock I would add an

extra touch of moviegoer’s regret,

because for Cazale both the body of

work and the movies themselves were

unsurpassable, while Boseman generally

outperformed his films, acting superla-

tively in workmanlike biopics and ele-
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H
ERE’S a patriotic yarn: 

In my suburban Maryland neighborhood, there

resides a dizzying array of ethnic, religious, and

national identities. These Americans not only

coexist peacefully, they send their kids to the same schools

and overpriced universities; they not only shop at the same

big-box stores and stream the same television shows, they

often become friends and engage in communal projects with-

out displaying a hint of ethnic, racial, or religious animus. 

In my kid’s senior high-school yearbook, I can discern

no fewer than 25 distinct nationalities—and there are likely

many more. In the 1980s, schools were crammed with

Michelles and Lisas and Johns and Davids. Today I regu-

larly mispronounce the beautiful names of my children’s

highly accomplished friends, despite my very best efforts. 

The graduating class includes the descendants of both

Chinese and their onetime Japanese oppressors, of Bangla -

deshis and their onetime Pakistani oppressors, of Nigerians

and their onetime British colonizers, and of Jews and their

onetime would-be German annihilators—and an array of

other backgrounds and faiths that have long and complicated,

oftentimes violent, histories with each other.

Most of these families are now solidly in the middle or

upper middle class. This is unsurprising. Name any group of

newcomers to the United States, and they will almost surely

have higher living standards, higher educational attainment,

and freer lives than those who live in the place they came

from. That many of these parents still speak with accents

only illustrates that one can quickly shed ancestral griev-

ances and find success here. 

This is not to say that my neighbors never harbor any

residual grudges from the old country—all heritages come

with the wounds of history—and some may still prefer the

company of their own ethnic group. All of that typically

changes within a generation. Whatever the case, today all of

us sit in auditoriums (or in lockdowns, wishing we could)

and celebrate the achievements of our children together.

The story above, told in endless iterations, has become

something of a platitude in political rhetoric. Most times,

though, we take away the wrong lessons. Our strength isn’t

diversity—though it might be the flavor that enhances our

cultural lives—but rather our ability to convince widely dis-

parate people to adopt American norms and surrender many

of their own. That’s one of the reasons assimilation is more

successful here than anywhere else. Europeans might try to

artificially replicate our arrangement by adopting all the

vacuous and relativistic slogans about inclusion, but they

miss the most vital part of the arrangement. 

Yet today there is a simmering catastrophe underway. It is

most obvious in our politics, protests, and media, but anec-

dotally I see it unfolding in the kids graduating from the

local high school. Students are now often saddled with

abhorrently misleading versions of American history that

threaten social cohesion. 

In his Fourth of July speech at Mount Rushmore National

Memorial, Donald Trump claimed that schools are teaching

kids to “hate our country” with a “far-left fascism that

demands absolute allegiance.” This statement might be

imbued with the typical Trump hyperbole, but it is undeniable

that many teenagers across the country are now steeped in an

excessively self-critical, race-obsessed history of the United

States that accentuates every sin but is devoid of vital context

and any foundational civic understanding. This self-loathing

corrodes truth. It also strips us of the idealism and aspirational

notions that are necessary for the American project to survive. 

Perhaps your school is better off. My county, situated near

the capital of the nation, will begin to “infuse” the New York

Times’ fabulist 1619 Project “into the mainstream English

and Social Studies” resources for students from middle

school to high school. It’s no surprise that the same school

district that often dispenses with the great works of literature

so that kids can read the personal grievances of Ta-Nehisi

Coates or the historical revisionism of Howard Zinn will

ratchet up the unseemly indoctrination of children. Why the

parents of those who escaped the strictures of tyranny, caste,

and genuine racism kowtow to the propagandists who run

these schools is incomprehensible to me.

In the past, we might well have been guilty of exceedingly

idealizing and romanticizing our history. That is certainly far

preferable to what goes on in many schools today. Kids

often function under the impression that they live in an

irredeemably bigoted nation where minorities are subject-

ed to systemic state-sanctioned violence and immigrants

are unwelcome. An entire generation that’s enjoyed the un -

matched benefits of the capitalistic meritocracy believes

the very idea that made it possible is evil. Never has there

been a generation as utterly disconnected from the reality

of their own amazing lives. 

I was reminded of this when the first nonwhite governor

of South Carolina, Nikki Haley, declared at the Republican

National Convention that America “is not a racist country,”

pointing to her own experience of overcoming prejudice.

She was immediately ridiculed by pundits and journalists.

How could Haley claim America wasn’t racist when she

admits that she “faced discrimination”? 

It’s easy.

Of course prejudice exists in America. And of course not

everyone succeeds. And of course there is injustice. There is

no utopia—not in Mexico or Thailand or Mali or Germany

or anywhere else. Humans are often terrible. The important

question is, Where can they best rise above the ugliest views

of the worst people? 

The amount of cooperation and peace that exists in the

United States is wholly unprecedented in the history of man -

kind. Whether this situation is powered by providence or

human design, or both, many kids starting school this week

live in a miracle. They just don’t know it anymore. That’s

a tragedy.

BY DAVID HARSANYI



Ty Cobb. Rogers Hornsby. Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig and the rest of 
the 1927 Yankees “Murderer’s Row.” These were the giants of 1920s 
baseball. And in the 1920s, baseball was everything. As America’s 
National Pastime, it enjoyed more followers than any other sport in 
the nation. And as fans packed the stands, from the Polo Grounds to 
Griffi th Stadium to Fenway Park, they bought peanuts, hot dogs and 
soda with U.S. Buffalo Nickels.

1920s Buffalo Nickels
Designed by sculptor James Earle Fraser, the Buffalo Nickel is one 
of the most iconic U.S. coins ever struck. It sat in the pockets of 
Americans through World War I, the Roaring 20s and the Great 
Depression. Struck from 1913 to 1938, it takes its name 
from Black Diamond, the famous New York City 
bison that served as the coin’s model. On the 
obverse, the Buffalo Nickel displays a composite 
portrait of three Native American chiefs.

These were the coins of Baseball’s golden age, spent 
at ballparks across the country by hungry fans.

Special Five-Coin Set
To celebrate America’s National Pastime, we’ve assembled a fi ve-coin 
set of Buffalo Nickels. You’ll receive fi ve consecutive dates: 1924, 
1925, 1926, 1927 and 1928—all in Fine condition and all struck in the 
heart of the Roaring 20s and the peak of baseball’s golden age. Grades 
vary. Who knows? Perhaps one of these coins was used to buy a hot 
dog just as Babe Ruth hit his famous 60th home run!

These coins sell elsewhere for $77.10 in the same condition. We’re 
offering them here in our custom card and holder for just $49.95!

Replica 1927 Newspaper
In addition to your fi ve-coin set of 1920s Buffalo 
Nickels, you’ll receive a replica front page from a 
September 1927 newspaper detailing Babe Ruth’s 
home run chase!

Don’t Miss Out—Secure Your Set Today!
In the 1920s, families across America gathered around the radio to 
hear the crack of the bat and the roar of the crowd. They went as a 
family to visit their local ballpark, and dug in their pockets for Buffalo 
Nickels to spend on peanuts, hot dogs and soda.

Now you can relive the glory days of Baseball’s golden age through 
this fi ve-coin set of Buffalo Nickels. Call 1-866-350-7464 and use the 
special offer code below to secure your set of 1920s Baseball Buffalo 
Nickels now!

1920s Baseball Buffalo Nickels 5-Coin Set — $49.95 ea.

FREE SHIPPING on 3 or More!
Limited time only. Product total over $149 before taxes (if any). 
Standard domestic shipping only. Not valid on previous purchases.

Call today toll-free for fastest service 

1-866-350-7464
Offer Code BBN212-01
Please mention this code when you call

Actual size of nickels is 21.2 mm

GovMint.com® is a retail distributor of coin and currency issues and is not affi liated with the U.S. government. The collectible coin market is unregulated, highly speculative and 
involves risk. GovMint.com reserves the right to decline to consummate any sale, within its discretion, including due to pricing errors. Prices, facts, fi gures and populations deemed 
accurate as of the date of publication but may change signifi cantly over time. All purchases are expressly conditioned upon your acceptance of GovMint.com’s Terms and Conditions 
(www.govmint.com/terms-conditions or call 1-800-721-0320); to decline, return your purchase pursuant to GovMint.com’s Return Policy. © 2020 GovMint.com. All rights reserved.

GovMint.com • 14101 Southcross Dr. W., Suite 175, Dept. BBN212-01, Burnsville, MN 55337
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RELIVE BASEBALL’S GOLDEN AGE 
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SOLD 
ELSEWHERE 
FOR $77.10 
HERE ONLY 

$49.95!
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We continue to take critical steps to better secure and 

improve our platforms, including more than tripling our 

security and safety teams to 35,000 people, building tools 

like Privacy Checkup to help people manage their privacy, 

and working with tech peers to make it easier for people to 

move their data securely between services.

What's next? We support updated regulations that will 

address today's challenges, set clear rules and hold 

companies, including Facebook, accountable for:

Read more: about.fb.com/regulation

• Combating foreign election interference

• Protecting people’s privacy and data

• Enabling safe and easy data portability

   between platforms

Facebook supports updated 

internet regulations
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