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INTRODUCTION

Among the shortcomings of the current administration of the universe is the fact that Alistair Cooke is gone. The British-born journalist, who died in 2004 at age ninety-five, was one of the scarce bits of evidence that there really is an Intelligent Designer of the universe. Cooke lived in this country for sixty-seven years, producing a body of work of unrivaled perceptiveness, affectionateness, and elegance. One of his books, published in 1952, was titled One Man’s America. The title of the book you are holding is one man’s homage to Cooke.

Living in Manhattan and traveling around the forty-eight, and then the fifty, states, Cooke developed a thoroughly American sensibility—cheerful, inquisitive, egalitarian, droll, and enthralled without being uncritical. His delicate sensibility was apparent in his description of Harold Ross, founder of The New Yorker in 1925 and editor of it until his death in 1951, as a man “who winced for a living.” Cooke was so well-disposed toward America, and so utterly at home and so exquisitely well-mannered, that he did not wince promiscuously or ostentatiously. Still, wincing is, inevitably, what conscientious social commentators often do, not only in America, but especially in America.

Matthew Arnold, for example, was a fastidious social critic and hence an accomplished complainer. When he died, an acquaintance (Robert Louis Stevenson, no less) said: “Poor Matt, he’s gone to Heaven, no doubt—but he won’t like God.” American social critics wince when this country, in its rambunctious freedom, falls short, as inevitably it does, of the uniquely high standards it has set for itself. But different things make different people wince, because sensibilities differ. And nearly four decades of observing American politics and culture have convinced me that, in both, sensibility is fundamental.

That is, people embrace a conservative (or liberal) agenda or ideology, or develop a liberal (or conservative) political and social philosophy, largely because of something basic to their nature—their temperament, as shaped by education and other experiences. Broadly—very broadly—speaking, there are, I believe, conservative and liberal stances toward life, conservative and liberal assumptions about how history unfolds, and conservative and liberal expectations about how the world works. This is one reason why we have political categories like “liberal” and “conservative”: People tend to cluster. That is one reason why we have political parties.

This collection of my writings is not designed to recapitulate the large events of recent years. Consider this volume an almost entirely Iraq-free zone. Rather, it is intended to illustrate, regarding smaller (but not necessarily minor) matters, how one conservative’s sensibility responds to myriad provocations and pleasures. At a moment when there is considerable doubt and rancor about what it means to be a conservative, perhaps this collection will provide a useful example.

Time flies when you’re having fun, and also when you’re not. Time is, of course, magnificently indifferent to whether or not people enjoy what occurs as it passes. The first years of the twenty-first century have not been, on balance, enjoyable for Americans. These have been years characterized by a miasma of anxiety about a new and shadowy terrorist threat to security, and a torrent of acrimony about the dubious inception and incompetent conduct of a war that became perhaps the worst foreign policy debacle in the nation’s history. (Well, I said this book would be an almost entirely Iraq-free zone.)

Lucretius (as translated by Dryden) wrote about the enjoyment people sometimes derive from watching other people in peril:


’Tis pleasant, safely to behold from shore,

The rolling ship, and hear the tempest roar.


But Americans have not felt safe ashore—not safe from foreigners who wish them ill, not safe from unusually virulent domestic squabbles. And Americans have not suffered from any insufficiency of journalism and other hectoring. The simultaneous arrival of saturation media (broadcast, podcast, Internet, etc.) and uncivil discourse might be a matter of mere correlation, not causation. It would, however, not be rash to think otherwise.

Anyway, it would be almost impertinent to ask readers to revisit commentary focused on the largest, and painfully familiar, events of these bleak years. I do not do so in this, the eighth collection of my columns, book reviews, and other writings. If, in any given year, more than a dozen of my columns were not about books, I would think that I had not done my job properly. This is because, for all the fascination with new media, I believe that books remain the most important carriers of ideas, and ideas are always the most important news. Hence books themselves are often news.

With this volume, I am taking a different approach. The essays in the first seven were selected and arranged in order to give readers a retrospective tour d’horizon, a look back at the political and cultural controversies of the four or five years from which the writings were drawn. In this volume, I hope to illustrate how one conservative’s sensibility responded to disparate people, stories, and events.

In the past forty or so years, conservatism has grown from a small, homogenous fighting faction in an unconverted country to a persuasion at least at parity with liberalism in terms of political muscle and intellectual firepower. In the process, conservatism has become large enough to have schisms, and hence an identity crisis. This volume makes no attempt to distill a coherent political philosophy from episodic writings in response to disparate events. Perhaps, however, the skeleton and ligaments of one conservative’s philosophy can be discerned in the response of his sensibility, or temperament, to the people, events, and controversies featured herein. This is, I think, even so (perhaps especially so) when considering the ethics of competition and craftsmanship on what General Douglas MacArthur called “the fields of friendly strife”—that is, sports.

The basic approach to writing columns and other periodic journalism resembles what used to be the unwritten but understood rules regarding Catholic confession: Be brief, be blunt, and be gone. In commentary, this approach is not optional, because print journalism is governed by two scarcities. One is a scarcity of space: Columnists who cannot get said what they want to say in 750 words should consider another vocation. The other scarcity is of time: Americans are harried, and their attention spans are not lengthening. Increasingly clamorous media, covering an always turbulent world, are constantly tugging at Americans’ sleeves, urgently saying, “Pay attention to this!”

Saturation journalism, ravenous for the attention of a jaded and distracted public, ratchets up the hyperbole, like the character in a Tom Stoppard play who exclaims, “Clufton Bay Bridge is the fourth biggest single-span double-track shore-to-shore railway bridge in the world bar none.” Gosh. One character in the American drama, Richard Nixon, said of the first landing by men on the moon, “This is the greatest week in the history of the world since Creation.” A friend and supporter, the evangelist Billy Graham, thought that was a bit over the top and notified the president that there had been three bigger events: “1. The first Christmas. 2. The day on which Christ died. 3. The first Easter.” Nixon, not exactly chastened but certainly prudent, scrawled a note to his chief of staff, Bob Haldeman: “H—Tell Billy RN referred to a week not a day.”

The first human step on the moon, although not quite competitive with Creation as a headline, was a grand event. But with the passage of time—usually not very much time; a day often suffices—the subjects of most media cacophonies turn out to seem small indeed. But from many unheralded events and obscure people, large and durable lessons can flow, as I hope the essays in this volume demonstrate. Be that as it may, the essays that follow will perhaps remind readers how endlessly entertaining and instructive the unfolding American story invariably is.

The passing American scene certainly is that, always. Still, any sensible journalist should develop the habit of periodically lifting his or her gaze from the crisis du jour in order to remind himself or herself of this: Journalism is evanescent. But, then, this, too, is true: Under the eye of Eternity—or, less grandly, just given time—almost everything is evanescent. Everything, that is, other than the value of the simple virtues and decencies that can make communities flourish and that have made America great and exemplary. That is what Alistair Cooke believed, and what this conservative’s sensibility tells him.



Chapter One

PEOPLE
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The Fun of William F. Buckley

In his fortieth anniversary toast to his Yale class of 1950, William F. Buckley said, “Some of us who wondered if we would ever be this old now wonder whether we were ever young.” Those who were not young forty years ago, in 1965, can have no inkling of what fun it was to be among Buckley’s disciples as he ran for mayor of New York vowing that, were he to win, his first act would be to demand a recount.

Murray Kempton, the wonderful liberal columnist who later joined Buckley’s eclectic legion of friends, wrote after Buckley’s first news conference that the candidate “had the kidney to decline the customary humiliation of soliciting the love of the voters, and read his statement of principles in a tone for all the world that of an Edwardian resident commissioner reading aloud the 39 articles of the Anglican establishment to a conscript assemblage of Zulus.” For conservatives, happy days were here again.

Back then, espousing conservatism was regarded by polite society, then soggy with that era’s barely challenged liberalism, as a species of naughtiness, not nice but also not serious. Buckley, representing New York’s Conservative Party, which was just three years old, won 13 percent of the vote. When the winner, John Lindsay, limped discredited from office eight years later, Bill’s brother Jim had been elected, on the Conservative line, U.S. senator from New York.

Buckley, for whom the nation should give thanks, turns eighty on Thanksgiving Day, and National Review, the conservative journal he founded in the belly of the beast—liberal Manhattan—turned fifty this month. It is difficult to remember, and hence especially important to remember, the slough of despond conservatism was in 1955.

Ohio senator Robert Taft, for more than a decade the leading conservative in elective office, had died in 1953. Joseph McCarthy had tainted conservatism in the process of disgracing himself with bile and bourbon. President Eisenhower had so placidly come to terms with the flaccid consensus of the 1950s that the editor of U.S. News & World Report, the most conservative newsweekly, suggested that both parties nominate Eisenhower in 1956.

National Review demurred. When it nailed its colors—pastels were not encouraged—to its mast and set sail upon the choppy seas of American controversy, one novel on the bestseller list was Sloan Wilson’s The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, voicing the 1950s’ worry about “conformity.” National Review’s premise was that conformity was especially egregious among the intellectuals, that herd of independent minds. The magazine is one reason why the phrase “conservative intelligentsia” is no longer an oxymoron.

In 1964, National Review (circulation then: 100,000) did what the mighty Hearst press had never done—determined a major party’s presidential nomination. Barry Goldwater’s candidacy was essentially an emanation of National Review’s cluttered office on East 35th Street. Which is why an audience of young Goldwaterites took it so hard when, two months before the election, Buckley warned them that bliss would be a bit delayed:

“The point of the present occasion is to win recruits whose attention we might never have attracted but for Barry Goldwater; to win them not only for November the third, but for future Novembers; to infuse the conservative spirit in enough people to entitle us to look about us, on November fourth, not at the ashes of defeat, but at the well-planted seeds of hope, which will flower on a great November day in the future, if there is a future.”

There was. It arrived sixteen years later.

Author of more than four thousand columns, and still adding two a week; author of forty-seven books, eighteen of them novels; host of the Firing Line television program for thirty-four years; a public speaker, often making as many as seventy lectures and debates a year, for almost fifty years; ocean mariner; concert harpsichordist—his energy reproaches the rest of us. Married to a woman who matches his mettle, his proposal to her, made when he called her away from a card game, went like this:

He: “Patricia, would you consider marriage with me?”

She: “Bill, I’ve been asked this question many times. To others I’ve said no. To you I say yes. Now may I please get back and finish my hand?”

Buckley, so young at eighty, was severely precocious at seven when he wrote a starchy letter to the king of England demanding payment of Britain’s war debts. Seventy-three years on, Buckley’s country is significantly different, and better, because of him. Of how many journalists, ever, can that be said? One.

[NOVEMBER 24, 2005]

Buckley: A Life Athwart History

Those who think Jack Nicholson’s neon smile is the last word in smiles never saw William F. Buckley’s. It could light up an auditorium; it did light up half a century of elegant advocacy that made him an engaging public intellectual and the twentieth century’s most consequential journalist.

Before there could be Ronald Reagan’s presidency, there had to be Barry Goldwater’s candidacy. It made conservatism confident and placed the Republican Party in the hands of its adherents.

Before there could be Goldwater’s insurgency, there had to be National Review magazine. From the creative clutter of its Manhattan offices flowed the ideological electricity that powered the transformation of American conservatism from a mere sensibility into a fighting faith and a blueprint for governance.

Before there was National Review, there was Buckley, spoiling for a philosophic fight, to be followed, of course, by a flute of champagne with his adversaries. He was twenty-nine when, in 1955, he launched National Review with the vow that it “stands athwart history, yelling Stop.” Actually, it helped Bill take history by the lapels, shake it to get its attention, and then propel it in a new direction. Bill died Wednesday in his home, in his study, at his desk, diligent at his lifelong task of putting words together well and to good use.

Before his intervention—often laconic in manner, always passionate in purpose—in the plodding political arguments within the flaccid liberal consensus of the post–World War II intelligentsia, conservatism’s face was that of another Yale man, Robert Taft, somewhat dour, often sour, wearing three-piece suits and wire-rim glasses. The word fun did not spring to mind.

The fun began when Bill picked up his clipboard, and conservatives’ spirits, by bringing his distinctive brio and élan to political skirmishing. When young Goldwater decided to give politics a fling, he wrote to his brother: “It ain’t for life and it might be fun.” He was half right: Politics became his life, and it was fun, all the way. Politics was not Bill’s life—he had many competing and compensating enthusiasms—but it mattered to him, and he mattered to the course of political events.

One clue to Bill’s talent for friendship surely was his fondness for this thought of Harold Nicolson’s: “Only one person in a thousand is a bore, and he is interesting because he is one person in a thousand.” Consider this from Bill’s introduction to a collection of his writings titled The Jeweler’s Eye: A Book of Irresistible Political Reflections:

“The title is, of course, a calculated effrontery, the relic of an impromptu answer I gave once to a tenacious young interviewer who, toward the end of a very long session, asked me what opinion did I have of myself. I replied that I thought of myself as a perfectly average middle-aged American, with, however, a jeweler’s eye for political truths. I suppressed a smile—and watched him carefully record my words in his notebook. Having done so, he looked up and asked, ‘Who gave you your jeweler’s eye?’ ‘God,’ I said, tilting my head skyward just a little. He wrote that down—the journalism schools warn you not to risk committing anything to memory. ‘Well,’—he rose to go, smiling at last—‘that settles that!’ We have become friends.”

Pat, Bill’s beloved wife of fifty-six years, died last April. During the memorial service for her at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, a friend read lines from “Vitae Summa Brevis” by a poet she admired, Ernest Dowson:


They are not long, the days of wine and roses:

Out of a misty dream

Our path emerges for a while, then closes

Within a dream.


Bill’s final dream was to see her again, a consummation of which his faith assured him. He had an aptitude for love—of his son, his church, his harpsichord, language, wine, skiing, sailing.

He began his sixty-year voyage on the turbulent waters of American controversy by tacking into the wind with a polemical book, God and Man at Yale (1951), that was a lovers’ quarrel with his alma mater. And so at Pat’s service the achingly beautiful voices of Yale’s Whiffenpoofs were raised in their signature song about the tables down at Mory’s, “the place where Louis dwells”:


We will serenade our Louis

While life and voice shall last

Then we’ll pass and be forgotten with the rest


Bill’s distinctive voice permeated, and improved, his era. It will be forgotten by no one who had the delight of hearing it.

[FEBRUARY 29, 2008]

David Brinkley: Proud Anachronism

To have worked alongside David Brinkley on television is to have experienced what might be called the Tommy Henrich Temptation. Henrich, who played right field for the Yankees when Joe DiMaggio was playing center field, must have been constantly tempted to ignore the game and just stand there watching DiMaggio, who defined for his generation the elegance of understatement and the gracefulness that is undervalued because it makes the difficult seem effortless.

Brinkley, who died Wednesday, a month shy of his eighty-third birthday, was a Washington monument as stately, and as spare in expression, as is the original. Long before high-decibel, low-brow cable shout-a-thons made the phrase “gentleman broadcaster” seem oxymoronic, Brinkley made it his business to demonstrate the compatibility of toughness and civility in journalism.

He was the most famous son of Wilmington, North Carolina, until Michael Jordan dribbled into the national consciousness. Brinkley arrived in Washington in 1943, an era when a gas mask occasionally hung from the president’s wheelchair and the city—then hardly more than a town, really—fit John Kennedy’s droll description of it as a community of Southern efficiency and Northern charm.

It was a town in which the second-most-powerful person was the Speaker of the House, Sam Rayburn, a Texan whose office wall was adorned with five portraits of Robert E. Lee, all facing south, and who said he did not socialize because “these Washington society women never serve chili.” Washington had fifteen thousand outdoor privies and a cleaning establishment that handled white flannel suits by taking them apart at the seams, hand-washing each piece, drying the pieces in the sun, then reassembling each suit. The process took a week—longer during cloudy weather—and cost $10.

By the time Brinkley retired from ABC in 1996, he had covered (in the subtitle of his 1995 autobiography) “11 Presidents, 4 Wars, 22 Political Conventions, 1 Moon Landing, 3 Assassinations, 2,000 Weeks of News and Other Stuff on Television.” Like Walter Cronkite, the only other journalist of comparable stature from television’s founding generation, Brinkley began his career in print journalism. Indeed, Brinkley began at a time when the phrase “print journalist” still seemed almost a redundancy.

During the Second World War, Edward R. Murrow and his CBS radio colleagues, such as Eric Sevareid, Charles Collingwood, Robert Trout, and William Shirer, elevated broadcast journalism. But television took awhile to get the hang of it.

In 1949, John Cameron Swayze’s Camel News Caravan, for which young Brinkley, who had joined NBC in 1943, was a reporter, was carried for fifteen minutes five nights a week. NBC’s network consisted of four stations, in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Washington. The sponsor required Swayze, who always wore a carnation in his lapel, to have a lit cigarette constantly in view. Not until 1963 did Cronkite’s CBS Evening News become the first thirty-minute newscast.

In 1981, after thirty-eight years with NBC, Brinkley became host of ABC’s This Week. He understood a fundamental truth about television talk shows: what one does on them one does in strangers’ living rooms. So mind your manners; do not make a scene. Those thoughts guided Brinkley as he provided adult supervision to others on This Week, the first hour-long Sunday morning interview program.

How anachronistic the maxim “mind your manners” seems in the harsh light cast by much of today’s television. How serene, even proud, Brinkley was about becoming somewhat of an anachronism.

Evelyn Waugh’s novel Scott-King’s Modern Europe (1947) concludes on what can be called a Brinkleyesque note. The protagonist, Mr. Scott-King, a teacher at an English boys’ school, is warned by the school’s headmaster that the boys’ parents are only interested in preparing their boys for the modern world.

“You can hardly blame them, can you?” said the headmaster. “Oh, yes,” Scott-King replied, “I can and do,” adding, “I think it would be very wicked indeed to do anything to fit a boy for the modern world.”

Brinkley’s backward-looking gentility made him regret, among much else, the passing of the days when it was unthinkable for a gentleman to wear other than a coat and tie when traveling by air. It is, then, an irony of the sort Brinkley savored that he was not merely present at the creation of television as a shaper of the modern world, he was among the creators of that phenomenon. Like the Founders of this fortunate Republic, Brinkley set standards of performance in his profession that still are both aspirations and reproaches to subsequent practitioners.

[JUNE 13, 2003]

Barry Goldwater: “Cheerful Malcontent”

In 2007, I was asked to write the foreword for a new edition of Goldwater’s book The Conscience of a Conservative, the first in a series of important political books republished by Princeton University Press.

         

When Barry Goldwater ran for president in 1964, he was Arizona’s junior senator. But, then, measured by length of Senate service, ninety-eight other senators also were junior to Arizona’s senior senator, Carl Hayden, who was a former sheriff in Arizona territory. Hayden had entered the House of Representatives at age thirty-five when Arizona acquired statehood in 1912, and entered the Senate at age forty-nine, where he served until 1969. The Western frontier, so vivid in the national imagination and so associated with American libertarianism, lived in Goldwater’s Senate colleague.

When I visited Goldwater at his home in Phoenix a few years before his death in 1998, he said he had built his house on a bluff to which, when he was young, he would ride his horse and sleep under the stars. When he was a boy, about one hundred thousand people lived in the Valley of the Sun. When Goldwater died, the population of a suburb of Phoenix—Mesa—was larger than St. Louis, and the population of the Phoenix metropolitan area, the nation’s fourteenth largest, was approaching three million.

You must remember this: Goldwater was a conservative from, and formed by, a place with precious little past to conserve. Westerners have no inclination to go through life with cricks in their necks from looking backward. When Goldwater became the embodiment of American conservatism—partly by his own efforts, and partly because he was conscripted by others for the role—that guaranteed that the mainstream of American conservatism would be utterly American. The growing conservative intelligentsia would savor many flavors of conservatism, from Edmund Burke’s to T. S. Eliot’s, conservatisms grounded on religious reverence, nostalgia, and resistance to the permanent revolution of conditions in a capitalist, market society. Such conservatisms would have been unintelligible, even repellent, to Goldwater, if he had taken time to notice them.

In the beginning, which is to say in the early 1950s, America’s modern conservative movement was remarkably bookish. It began to find its voice with Whittaker Chambers’ memoir Witness (1952), Russell Kirk’s The Conservative Mind (1953), and the twenty-five-year-old William F. Buckley Jr.’s God and Man at Yale (1951). The books most congruent with what came to be Goldwaterism included one published in London in 1944 by an Austrian and future Nobel laureate in economics—Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom. Another book by another winner of the Nobel price for economics was Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom (1962). Like Hayek and Friedman, Goldwater’s central preoccupation was freedom, and the natural tendency of freedom’s sphere to contract as government’s sphere expands.

Goldwater was a man of many parts—politician and jet pilot, ham radio operator and accomplished photographer—but no one ever called him bookish. And if anyone ever had, Goldwater, a man of action and of the West, might have said—echoing the protagonist of the novel that invented the Western, Owen Wister’s The Virginian (1902)—“When you call me that, smile!”

Then Goldwater would have smiled, because although he could be gruff, he could not stay out of sorts. He was, as journalist Richard Rovere said, “the cheerful malcontent.” In that role, he also was an early symptom—a leading indicator—of the 1960s ferment.

The 1960s are rightly remembered as years of cultural dissent and political upheaval, but they are wrongly remembered as years stirred only from the left. Actually, they were not even stirred first, or primarily, or most consequentially from the left. By the time the decade ended, with Richard Nixon in the White House, conservatism was in the saddle, embarked on winning seven of the ten presidential elections from 1968 through 2004.

But because of the political complexion of the journalists who wrote the “first rough draft of history,” and because of the similar complexion of the academic historians who have written subsequent drafts, and because much of the decade’s most lurid political turbulence, such as the turmoil on campuses and at the riotous 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago, were episodes of dissent by the left—because of all this, the decade is remembered as one dominated by dissent from the left. Nevertheless, it can reasonably be said that dissent in the 1960s began on the right, and it is certain that the most nation-shaping dissent was from the right.

Some say we should think of the sixties as beginning on November 22, 1963, and ending in October 1973—that is, as beginning with a presidential assassination that supposedly shattered the nation’s sunny postwar disposition, and ending with the Yom Kippur War and the oil embargo that produced a sense of scarcity and national vulnerability. Arguably. But although it may seem eccentric—or banal—to say so, the sixties, understood as a decade of intellectual dissent and political insurgency, began in 1960.

On July 27, to be precise, when an Arizona senator strode to the podium of the Republican Convention in Chicago and barked: “Let’s grow up, conservatives. If we want to take the party back—and I think we can—let’s get to work.”

Back from whom? In two words, “moderate” Republicans. In one word, Northeasterners. What that word denoted, to those who used it as an epithet, was the old Republican establishment that had nominated Wendell Willkie (the “barefoot boy from Wall Street” was from Indiana, but not really), New York’s Governor Tom Dewey twice, and Dwight Eisenhower twice. (Eisenhower was from Texas and Kansas, long ago, but had sojourned in Paris and in Manhattan’s Morningside Heights—as Supreme Allied Commander and president of Columbia University—before winning the 1952 Republican nomination by defeating “Mr. Republican” and the conservatives’ favorite, Senator Robert Taft of Ohio.)

The Republican establishment, speaking through the New York Herald-Tribune, represented what Goldwater and kindred spirits considered a flaccid postwar Republican consensus. Goldwater’s complaint was that timid Republicans challenged neither the New Deal notion of the federal government’s competence and responsibilities nor the policy of mere containment regarding the Soviet Union.

The GOP establishment against which Goldwater rose in rebellion is, like the Herald-Tribune, which ceased publication in 1966, a mere memory. As is the subject of Goldwater’s last chapter, “the Soviet menace.” But what makes this book of lasting interest, and what makes it pertinent to the Republicans’ deepening intramural conflicts in the first decade of the twenty-first century, is this: Goldwater’s primary purpose was to refute the perception that conservatism was an intellectually sterile and morally crass persuasion.

In the first sentence of his first chapter, Goldwater wrote: “I have been much concerned that so many people today with Conservative instincts feel compelled to apologize for them.” Nearly half a century later, people calling themselves “progressives” are in flight from the label “liberal.” It is difficult to remember, but well to remember, how rapidly and thoroughly political fashions can change: There was a time in living memory when…well, in 1950, a man was arrested for creating a public disturbance and a witness said: “He was using abusive language, calling people conservative and all that.”

In 1960, the common caricature was that liberals had ideas and ideals, whereas conservatives had only material interests. Goldwater set out to refute the idea that conservatism is merely “a narrow, mechanistic economic theory that may work very well as a bookkeeper’s guide, but cannot be relied upon as a comprehensive political philosophy.” Goldwater insisted that it was liberalism that had become thin intellectual gruel. He said it produced government that saw the nation as a mere aggregation of clamorous constituencies with material itches that it was Washington’s duty to scratch with federal programs. The audacity of The Conscience of a Conservative was its charge that the post–New Deal political tradition, far from being idealistic, was unworthy of a free society because it treated citizens as mere aggregations of appetites.

In recent years, the intellectual energy in American politics has been concentrated on the right side of the spectrum, and today two kinds of conservatives are at daggers drawn with each other. The last twenty-five years or so produced the rise of “social conservatives,” a group generally congruent with the “religious right.” These conservatives, alarmed by what they consider the coarsening of the culture, believe in “strong government conservatism.” They argue that government can, and urgently must, have an active agenda to defend morals and promote virtue, lest freedom be lost. Other conservatives, the political descendants of Goldwater, agree that good government is, by definition, good for the public’s virtue. They also believe, however, that limited government by its limitations nurtures in men and women the responsibilities that make them competent for, and worthy of, freedom.

Had Goldwater lived to see the republication of his book in this supposedly conservative era, he might have made some characteristically blunt remarks about the impotence of books. This edition of The Conscience of a Conservative comes after a Republican president and a Republican-controlled Congress enacted in 2001 the largest federal intervention in primary and secondary education (the No Child Left Behind law) in American history. And, in 2002, enacted the largest farm subsidies. And, in 2003, enacted the largest expansion of the welfare state (the prescription drug entitlement added to Medicare) since Lyndon Johnson, the president who defeated Goldwater in 1964, created Medicare in 1965. In The Conscience of a Conservative, Goldwater insisted that most Americans embraced conservative principles, and he blamed conservatives for failing to persuade the country of the “practical relevance” of conservatism.

Was he mistaken about what most Americans believe? Are they now ideologically, meaning rhetorically, conservative, but operationally liberal?

If so, Goldwater might say this vindicates his argument: One consequence of unlimited government is unlimited dependency—learned dependency, a degrading addiction of citizens to public provisions.

But that gloomy conclusion could not long withstand Goldwater’s Western cheerfulness. Besides, it does not begin to do justice to the changes conservatism has wrought, or helped to bring about, since Goldwater summoned conservatives to take back the Republican Party. In 1960, the top income tax rate was 90 percent, there was a lifetime entitlement to welfare, the economy was much more regulated than it is now, and the Iron Curtain looked like confirmation of George Orwell’s image of totalitarianism: “Imagine a boot stamping on a human face—forever.” That “forever” expired twenty-five years after Goldwater’s presidential campaign.

Most historians probably think that Goldwater’s 1964 run for the White House was the apogee of his public life, which began with his election to the Phoenix city council in 1949 and lasted until his retirement from the Senate in 1987. Goldwater, I suspect, thought otherwise.

Before and after 1964, he was a man of the Senate; he probably thought of his presidential run as a brief detour in a career otherwise as level as the surface of a Western mesa. The Senate suited him as a venue for taking stands and enunciating views. He was a “conviction politician”—a term later minted to describe a soul mate, Margaret Thatcher—who thought the point of public life was to advance a creed. Therefore, this book, more than his presidential candidacy, was, in a sense, the essence of the public man.

When he delivered his acceptance speech to the 1964 Republican Convention in San Francisco’s Cow Palace, and thundered that “extremism in defense of liberty is no vice” and “moderation in pursuit of justice is no virtue,” a journalist rocked back in his chair and exclaimed: “My God, he’s going to run as Goldwater!” Indeed. Goldwater ran as the author of The Conscience of a Conservative, with the book as his platform.

He had been an eager author of that book, although an author with the assistance of a professional polemicist—L. Brent (“Hell Bent”) Bozell, William Buckley’s brother-in-law. Bozell helped Goldwater weave various speeches and other pronouncements into a coherent argument.

Goldwater was, however, a reluctant presidential candidate, especially after the Kennedy assassination. Even before that, he did not have the monomania requisite for a successful candidate. It has been well said that anyone who is willing to do the arduous things necessary to become president probably is too unbalanced to be trusted with the office. Goldwater preferred flying himself around Arizona to photograph Native Americans to being flown around the country in pursuit of convention delegates.

Before the Kennedy assassination, however, Goldwater rather fancied the idea of challenging Kennedy’s reelection effort. Goldwater liked Kennedy—they had been freshmen senators in 1953—and he suggested to Kennedy that they might share a plane and hopscotch around the country debating each other. After the assassination, Goldwater knew that the outcome of the 1964 election was not in doubt because, as he put it with the pungency that sometimes got him in trouble, the country was not going to assassinate two presidents in less than twelve months. But a merry band of Republican insurgents, many of them associated in one way or another with Buckley’s National Review—which was not yet nine years old when Goldwater was nominated—disregarded his reluctance and launched him on a campaign that would lose forty-four states.

But it was a spectacularly creative loss. In the process, conservatives captured the Republican Party’s apparatus. And in October 1964, when Goldwater was shown a speech he was supposed to deliver to a national television audience, he said: “This is good, but it doesn’t quite sound like me. Get Ronald Reagan to give it.” After Reagan won the presidency, conservatives liked to say that Goldwater won in 1964, but it took sixteen years to count all the votes.

Another way of understanding Goldwater’s constructive defeat involves a dialect that a Marxist might relish. In 1938, a there was backlash in congressional elections against President Franklin Roosevelt’s plan to “pack” the Supreme Court. From 1938 through 1964, there never was a reliably liberal legislating majority in Congress. A coalition of Republicans and conservative, mostly Southern, Democrats held the balance of power. But Goldwater’s landslide defeat swept liberal majorities into the House of Representatives and Senate. For two years, liberalism was rampant, until the 1966 elections began to correct the partisan imbalance. During those two years, when the prestige of government was perhaps higher than ever before or since in American history, the Great Society initiatives became an exercise in political overreaching, made possible by Goldwater’s defeat. Disappointment with the results laid the predicate for Reagan’s victory.

Which was followed by President George Herbert Walker Bush’s “kinder and gentler” conservatism, then William Clinton’s centrism, then George W. Bush’s “compassionate conservatism.” And so continues an American political argument about how much government we want, and how much we are willing to pay for it in the coin of constricted freedom. That argument gathered steam when Goldwater threw down a gauntlet—this book.

Forty-seven years after the publication of The Conscience of a Conservative, Goldwater, a seasoned politician and a child of the West, probably would look equably upon America as, like Phoenix—today approaching four million people—a work forever furiously in progress. He knew that popular government rests on public opinion, which is shiftable sand. With this book, and with his public career that vivified the principles expressed herein, he shifted a lot of sand.

[FOREWORD TO THE CONSCIENCE OF A CONSERVATIVE, APRIL 2007]

John F. Kennedy’s Thoughts on Death

Landing in New York on a speaking trip, the president impulsively decided not to have a motorcade into Manhattan, so his limousine stopped at ten traffic lights. At one, a woman ran to the car and snapped a photograph inches from his face. A policeman exclaimed, “Oh, my God. She could have been an assassin.” It was November 15, 1963.

On the Sunday night of October 28, 1962, at the conclusion of the Cuban Missile Crisis, John Kennedy quipped to his brother Robert, “This is the night I should go to the theater,” a reference to Lincoln’s visit to Ford’s Theatre after the Civil War was won. Thoughts of death were not new to the man whose father had medicines stored for him in banks around the world. They were to treat chronic illnesses so serious that he had been given the last rites of the Catholic Church at least three times before he became president at age forty-three.

Even if he had not gone to Dallas, he probably would have died long before now. He would have been killed partly by the horrifying cocktails of pills and injections—sometimes six Novocain shots in his back in a day; one drug drove his cholesterol count above 400—mixed by doctors sometimes unaware of what the others were administering just to keep him ambulatory and alert.

The soaring arc of Kennedy’s truncated life combined success achieved by discipline, and sexual recklessness—seventy calls through the White House switchboard to a mistress he shared with a Mafia don; said another woman, Marilyn Monroe, “I think I made his back feel better”—that risked everything.

In President Kennedy: Profile of Power, much the best book on Kennedy, Richard Reeves says that Kennedy—“very impatient, addicted to excitement, living his life as if it were a race against boredom”—was well matched to his moment. He was a man in a hurry at a time when the pulse of communication was accelerating.

In seeking the presidency, Reeves wrote, “he did not wait his turn.” One of the elders he elbowed aside, Adlai Stevenson, said, “That young man! He never says ‘please’…” When a friend urged Kennedy to wait beyond 1960, he said, “No, they will forget me. Others will come along.”

Always there was his fatalistic sense of how perishable everything was, and his ironic awareness of how nothing is what it seems—least of all himself. Campaigning in 1960 as a vessel of “vigor,” his health often forced him to spend about half of the day in bed.

The Kennedy years had, as Reeves writes, “an astonishing density of events,” from the building of the Berlin Wall to the Birmingham church bombing, and the integration of the University of Mississippi a month before the Cuban Missile Crisis. Kennedy was a quick study, with much to learn.

Astonishingly callow when inaugurated, he was unable to stem or even discern the intragovernmental delusions and deceits that propelled the Bay of Pigs invasion just eighty-seven days into his presidency. Much flowed from that debacle. Kennedy said that in order to reverse Nikita Khrushchev’s assessment of him as weak, he had to find somewhere to show U.S. resolve: “The only place we can do that is in Vietnam. We have to send more people there.” Soon he was at the Vienna summit, where Khrushchev, impervious to his charm, concluded that he was “a pygmy.”

Only foreign affairs held Kennedy’s attention. His response to the “freedom riders” who lit a fuse of the civil rights revolution was to ask his civil rights adviser, who was white, “Can’t you get your goddamned friends off those buses?” But foreign affairs were plentiful enough.

Plentiful, and a sure cure for boredom. When on May 30, 1961, Rafael Trujillo, dictator of the Dominican Republic, was assassinated, Kennedy asked Secretary of State Dean Rusk: “Were we involved?” Rusk replied: “I don’t think so. There’s some confusion.”

In 1963, too, the days were eventful. Twenty-two days after a Saigon coup encouraged by the United States—it produced regime change through the assassination of South Vietnam’s two principal leaders—and on the day a ballpoint pen containing poison intended to kill Fidel Castro was scheduled to be delivered by CIA agent Desmond Fitzgerald to a potential assassin, Kennedy awoke in Fort Worth. He was to speak there, then fly to Dallas.

Looking down from his hotel room at the platform from which he would speak, he said to an aide, “With all these buildings around it, the Secret Service couldn’t stop someone who really wanted to get you.” It was Friday, November 22, 1963.

[NOVEMBER 20, 2003]

Eugene McCarthy: The Tamarack Tree of American Politics

I love you so…. Gone? Who will swear you wouldn’t have done good to the country, that fulfillment wouldn’t have done good to you.

—ROBERT LOWELL, “For Eugene McCarthy” (July 1968)


By August 1968, Senator Eugene McCarthy was gone and his supporters were left to wonder how—whether—his fulfillment was connected to doing good to the country. When the Democratic convention nominated another Minnesotan, Hubert Humphrey—who in 1964 won the vice presidential nomination McCarthy had craved—McCarthy went to the south of France, then covered the World Series for Life magazine. Had he campaigned for Humphrey, who narrowly lost, there probably would have been no Nixon presidency.

McCarthy died last Saturday in his ninetieth year, in this city which he sometimes seemed to include in his capacious disdain but which, for a while, he leavened with a distinctive sensibility. In 1980, he endorsed Ronald Reagan, reasoning that Reagan could not be worse than Jimmy Carter. But even in 1968 he had a sometimes ill-disguised disdain for many who flocked to his diffidently unfurled banner.

Disgusted by Vietnam policy, he laconically announced himself “willing” to be an “adequate” president, and went to New Hampshire to unseat his party’s president. McCarthy got 41.9 percent of the vote. Johnson got 49.6 percent—all write-ins; his name was not on the ballot—and three weeks later withdrew from the race.

McCarthy’s 1968 achievement elevated New Hampshire’s primary to the status it has subsequently enjoyed. His death occurred the day the Democratic Party gingerly suggested modifying its primary schedule in a way that might diminish New Hampshire’s potency.

The sacramental status of Iowa’s caucuses and New Hampshire’s primary as the first two nominating events testifies to the power of the mere passage of time to sanctify the accidental, even the unreasonable. Now the Democratic Party suggests allowing one or two states to hold caucuses—not primaries—between Iowa and New Hampshire.

The case against caucuses is that they take hours, often at night, and thus disproportionately attract the ideologically fervid—not what the Democratic Party needs. The case against New Hampshire’s primary is that its power is disproportionate for a state so unrepresentative of America’s demographic complexities. The case for New Hampshire can be put in a name: Gene McCarthy. The small state gives an unknown underdog challenger, practicing retail politics, a fighting chance.

McCarthy’s insurgency, the most luminous memory of many aging liberals, would today be impossible—criminal, actually—thanks to the recent “reform” most cherished by liberals, the McCain-Feingold campaign regulations. McCarthy’s audacious challenge to an incumbent president was utterly dependent on large early contributions from five rich liberals. Stewart Mott’s $210,000 would be more than $1.2 million in today’s dollars. McCain-Feingold codifies two absurdities: Large contributions are inherently evil, and political money can be limited without limiting political speech. McCain-Feingold criminalizes the sort of seed money that enabled McCarthy to be heard. Under McCain-Feingold’s current limit of $2,100 per contributor, McCarthy’s top five contributors combined could have given just $10,500, which in 1968 dollars would have been just $1,834.30. But, then, McCain-Feingold was written by incumbents to protect what they cherish: themselves.

McCarthy first seized national attention with a theatrical act, a gesture of elegant futility. At the 1960 convention, when John Kennedy’s nomination was already certain, McCarthy delivered an eloquent philippic urging a third nomination for the man who had been trounced in 1952 and 1956, Adlai Stevenson.

Witty, elegant, and problematic, Stevenson was the intelligentsia’s darling and a harbinger of liberalism curdled by condescension toward ordinary Americans. When an aide assured Stevenson he had the votes of thinking people, Stevenson quipped: But I need a majority. A majority of the disdained?

McCarthy’s acerbic wit sometimes slid into unpleasantness, as when, after Governor George Romney, the Michigan Republican, said that briefers in Vietnam had “brainwashed” him, McCarthy said that surely a light rinse would have sufficed. McCarthy’s wit revealed an aptitude for condescension, an aptitude that charmed intellectuals but not Americans condescended to.

A talented poet, McCarthy, in his mordant “The Tamarack,” surely summarized his experience of being beaten by Robert Kennedy after New Hampshire:


The tamarack tree is the saddest tree of all;

it is the first tree to invade the swamp,

and when it makes the soil dry enough,

the other trees come and kill it.


Never mind his subsequent lackadaisical presidential campaigns. After 1968, he adhered to the fourth of the commandments in his “10 Commandments”:


Do not relight a candle

whose flame has drowned

in its own excess of wax.


[DECEMBER 13, 2005]

What George McGovern Made

The former bomber pilot’s spry walk belies his eighty-five years; he dresses like a boulevardier—gray slacks, blue blazer, shirt with bright-red stripes and a white collar—and tucks into a robust breakfast. Long ago, he began shaping the Democrats’ presidential nomination process into the one that has his party’s two contenders locked in a long march to Pennsylvania’s April primary. He has seen important aspects of American politics move in his direction in the thirty-six years since he lost forty-nine states to Richard Nixon.

The belittling of George McGovern, especially by Democrats, only waned as memory of him faded after he lost his bid for a fourth Senate term in the 1980 Reagan landslide. But his story is fascinating, and pertinent to current events.

This minister’s son was raised on South Dakota’s parched prairies during the Depression. He remembers hiking home to the town of Mitchell by following the railroad tracks in a blinding dust storm. He was only the second major-party nominee with a Ph.D. (Woodrow Wilson was the first), which he earned at Northwestern University under Arthur Link, Wilson’s foremost biographer.

Like Wilson, also a minister’s son, McGovern was a political moralist. And he was a tenacious politician, who, inspired by the untenacious Adlai Stevenson’s presidential campaign the year before, went to work for the South Dakota Democratic Party in 1953, when it held only 2 of 110 seats in the state legislature. Just four years later, McGovern was in Congress, where his first roll-call vote was in opposition to granting President Eisenhower broad authority for military intervention in the Middle East.

In tumultuous 1968, with the Tet Offensive and two assassinations (of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy) in five months, two insurgent candidates, Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy, sought the Democratic nomination. It was won by Vice President Hubert Humphrey, who competed in no primaries. More than one-third of the delegates to the riotous convention in Chicago had been selected in 1967, months before President Lyndon Johnson decided to retire.

McGovern was named chairman of a commission to reform the nomination process, which put the party on a path to the proliferation of caucuses and primaries allocating delegates proportionally rather than winner-take-all—the long, winding path Obama and Clinton are on. In 1972, McGovern became the first winner under the democratized process. Then he was buried by the demos, Nixon vs. McGovern.

Nixon was, McGovern notes, running nationally for the fifth time (only FDR had done that) and was at his pre-Watergate apogee, fresh from the opening to China and a strategic-arms agreement with Moscow. McGovern was bitterly opposed all the way to the Miami convention by the Democratic constituencies he was displacing. He says Barry Goldwater had warned him, “Don’t get fatigued,” but he reached Miami exhausted, lost control of the convention (he delivered his acceptance speech at 2:30 a.m.), and disastrously selected a running mate, Missouri senator Tom Eagleton, who did not disclose previous psychiatric problems and was forced off the ticket.

Still, McGovern thinks he could have won with a running mate then called “the most trusted man in America”—Walter Cronkite. Before choosing Eagleton, McGovern considered asking Cronkite, who recently indicated he would have accepted.

Bruce Miroff, a political scientist and an admirer of McGovern, argues in his new book, The Liberals’ Moment: The McGovern Insurgency and the Identity Crisis of the Democratic Party, that although McGovern’s domestic proposals featured redistributions of wealth, this was Ivy League, not prairie, populism. Branded the candidate of “acid, amnesty, and abortion” (the Democrats’ platform, adopted six months before the Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade legislated a liberal abortion policy, did not mention abortion), McGovern became the first candidate since the New Deal to lose the Catholic and labor union vote. So 1972, more than 1968, was the hinge of the party’s history. In 1972, Miroff writes, “college-educated issue activists” supplanted the “labor/urban machine coalition.”

George Meany, head of the AFL-CIO, had dropped out of high school at age fourteen. Speaking about McGovern’s 1972 convention, where 39 percent of the delegates had advanced degrees, he said: “We heard from people who look like Jacks, acted like Jills, and had the odor of Johns about them.” The Reagan Democrats of 1980 were incubated eight years earlier.

McGovern won only 14 percent of Southern white Protestants. This, Miroff notes, made Democrats susceptible four years later to the appeal of a pious Southerner. Thus did a disaster compound itself.

In September 1963, McGovern became the only senator who opposed U.S. involvement in Vietnam during the Kennedy administration. He came by his horror of war honorably in thirty-five B-24 missions over Germany, where half the B-24 crews did not survive—they suffered a higher rate of fatalities than did Marines storming Pacific islands. McGovern was awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross with three oak-leaf clusters. In his seventies, he lost a forty-five-year-old daughter to alcoholism. Losing a presidential election, he says softly, “was not the saddest thing in my life.” Time confers a comforting perspective, giving consolations to old age, which needs them.

[FEBRUARY 25, 2008]

Daniel Patrick Moynihan: The Senate’s Sisyphus

Many of America’s largest public careers have been those of presidents. Many, but by no means all. Chief Justice John Marshall was more consequential than all but two presidents—Washington and Lincoln. Among twentieth-century public servants, General George Marshall—whose many achievements included discerning the talents of a Colonel Eisenhower—may have been second in importance only to Franklin Roosevelt. And no twentieth-century public career was as many-faceted, and involved so much prescience about as many matters, as that of Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who died Wednesday at seventy-six.

He was born in Tulsa but spent his formative years on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, from which he rose to Harvard’s faculty and the administrations of Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, and Ford, serving as, among other things, ambassador to India and the U.S. representative at the United Nations. Then four Senate terms. Along the way he wrote more books than some of his colleagues read, and became something that, like Atlantis, is rumored to have once existed but has not recently been seen—the Democratic Party’s mind.

His was the most penetrating political intellect to come from New York since Alexander Hamilton, who, like Moynihan, saw over the horizon of his time, anticipating the evolving possibilities and problems of a consolidated, urbanized, industrial nation. A liberal who did not flinch from the label, he reminded conservatives that the Constitution’s framers “had more thoughts about power than merely its limitation.”

But he was a liberal dismayed by what he called “the leakage of reality from American life.” When in 1994 the Senate debated an education bill, Moynihan compared the legislation’s two quantifiable goals—a high school graduation rate of “at least 90 percent” by 2000, and American students “first in the world in mathematics and science”—to Soviet grain production quotas.

The Senate’s Sisyphus, Moynihan was forever pushing uphill a boulder of inconvenient data. A social scientist trained to distinguish correlation from causation, and a wit, Moynihan puckishly said that a crucial determinant of the quality of American schools is proximity to the Canadian border. The barb in his jest was this: High cognitive outputs correlate not with high per-pupil expenditures but with a high percentage of two-parent families. For that, there was the rough geographical correlation that caused Moynihan to suggest that states trying to improve their students’ test scores should move closer to Canada.

For calling attention, four decades ago, to the crisis of the African-American family—26 percent of children were being born out of wedlock—he was denounced as a racist by lesser liberals. Today the percentage among all Americans is 33, among African-Americans 69, and family disintegration, meaning absent fathers, is recognized as the most powerful predictor of most social pathologies.

At the U.N., he witnessed that institution’s inanity (as in its debate about the threat to peace posed by U.S. forces in the Virgin Islands, at that time fourteen Coast Guardsmen, one shotgun, one pistol) and its viciousness (the resolution condemning Zionism as racism). Striving to move America “from apology to opposition,” he faulted U.S. foreign policy elites as “decent people, utterly unprepared for their work.”

Their “common denominator, apart from an incapacity to deal with ideas, was a fear of making a scene, a form of good manners that is a kind of substitute for ideas.” Except they did have one idea, that “the behavior of other nations, especially the developing nations, was fundamentally a reaction to the far worse behavior of the United States.”

Moynihan carried Woodrow Wilson’s faith in international law, but he had what Wilson lacked—an understanding that ethnicity makes the world go ’round. And bleed. The persistence of this premodern sensibility defeats what Moynihan called “the liberal expectancy.” He meant the expectation that the world would become tranquil as ethnicity and religion became fading residues of mankind’s infancy.

Moynihan’s Senate campaigns were managed by as tough-minded and savvy a pol as New York’s rough-and-tumble democracy has ever produced, a person who also is a distinguished archaeologist—his wife, Elizabeth. In his first campaign, in 1976, Moynihan’s opponent was the incumbent, James Buckley, who playfully referred to “Professor Moynihan” from Harvard. Moynihan exclaimed with mock indignation, “The mudslinging has begun!”

His last home was an apartment on Washington’s Pennsylvania Avenue. That “Avenue of Presidents” was transformed from tattiness to majesty and vibrancy by three decades of his deep reflection about, and persistent insistence on, proper architectural expressions of the Republic’s spiritedness and reasonableness, virtues made wonderfully vivid in the life of Daniel Patrick Moynihan.

[MARCH 27, 2003]

John Kenneth Galbraith’s Liberalism as Condescension

John Kenneth Galbraith, the Harvard economist who died last week in his ninety-eighth year, has been justly celebrated for his wit, fluency, public-spiritedness, and public service, which extended from New Deal Washington to India, where he served as U.S. ambassador. Like two Harvard colleagues—historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Senator Pat Moynihan, another ambassador to India—Galbraith was among liberalism’s leading public intellectuals, yet he was a friend and skiing partner of William F. Buckley. After one slalom down a Swiss mountain, inelegantly executed by the six-foot-eight Galbraith, Buckley asked how long Galbraith had been skiing. Thirty years, he said. Buckley mischievously replied: About as long as you have been an economist.

Galbraith was an adviser to presidents (John Kennedy, a former student, and Lyndon Johnson) and presidential aspirants (Adlai Stevenson and Eugene McCarthy). His book The Affluent Society, published in 1958, was a milestone on liberalism’s transformation into a doctrine of condescension. And into a minority persuasion.

In the 1950s, liberals were disconsolate. Voters twice rejected the intelligentsia’s pinup, Stevenson, in favor of Dwight Eisenhower, who elicited a new strain in liberalism—disdain for average Americans. Liberals dismissed the Eisenhower administration as “the bland leading the bland.” They said New Dealers had been supplanted by car dealers. How to explain the electorate’s dereliction of taste? Easy. The masses, in their bovine simplicity, had been manipulated, mostly by advertising, particularly on television, which by 1958 had become the masses’ entertainment.

Intellectuals, that herd of independent minds, were, as usual, in lockstep as they deplored “conformity.” Fear of that had begun when the decade did, with David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950), which was followed by C. Wright Mills’s White Collar (1951), Sloan Wilson’s novel The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1955), William Whyte’s The Organization Man (1956), and Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders (1957).

Galbraith brought to the anticonformity chorus a special verve in depicting Americans as pathetic, passive lumps, as manipulable as clay. Americans were what modern liberalism relishes—victims, to be treated as wards of a government run by liberals. It never seemed to occur to Galbraith and like-minded liberals that ordinary Americans might resent that depiction and might express their resentment with their votes.

Advertising, Galbraith argued, was a leading cause of America’s “private affluence and public squalor.” By that he meant Americans’ consumerism, which produced their deplorable reluctance to surrender more of their income to taxation, trusting government to spend it wisely.

If advertising were as potent as Galbraith thought, the advent of television—a large dose of advertising, delivered to every living room—should have caused a sharp increase in consumption relative to savings. No such increase coincided with the arrival of television, but Galbraith, reluctant to allow empiricism to slow the flow of theory, was never a martyr to Moynihan’s axiom that everyone is entitled to his own opinion but not to his own facts.

Although Galbraith coined the phrase “conventional wisdom,” and thought of himself as the scourge of groupthink, The Affluent Society was the distilled essence of the conventional wisdom on campuses. In the 1960s, that liberalism became a stance of disdain, describing Americans not only as Galbraith had, as vulgar, but also as sick, racist, sexist, imperialist, etc. Again, and not amazingly, voters were not amused when told that their desires—for big cars, neighborhood schools, and other things—did not deserve respect.

But for liberals that was precisely the beauty of Galbraith’s theory. If advertising could manufacture demands for whatever corporations wanted to supply, there was no need to respect markets, which bring supply and demand into equilibrium.

The Affluent Society was the canonical text of modern liberalism’s disparagement of the competence of the average American. This liberalism—the belief that people are manipulable dolts who need to be protected by their liberal betters from exposure to “too much” advertising—is one rationale for McCain-Feingold. That law regulating campaigns embodies the political class’s belief that it knows just the right amount of permissible political speech.

Of course if advertising really could manufacture consumer wants willy-nilly, few new products would fail. But many do. The Affluent Society, postulating the awesome power of manufacturers to manufacture whatever demand they find it convenient to satisfy, was published nine months after Ford Motor Company put all of its marketing muscle behind a new product, the Edsel.

Small wonder that a conservative wit has surmised that the wisdom of economists varies inversely with their heights. Milton Friedman, ninety-three, is five feet tall.

[MAY 4, 2006]

Milton Friedman: Ebullient Master of the Dismal Science

At Oxford University in 1962, a small coterie of students, mostly Americans, merrily rowed against the leftist political currents predominant among intellectuals everywhere. Some of these rowers had been at the University of Chicago, others had come within the ambit of people from there, and all of us were infused with the doctrines of laissez-faire political economy prevalent in that university’s economics department.

A conservative member of Parliament, meeting with these free-market firebrands, began by saying, “Well, presumably we agree that at least the roads should be owned by the government.” The group greeted with stony silence this heresy against limited—very limited—government.

In one of the group’s favorite periodicals—the New Individualist Review, published at the University of Chicago—a theorist argued that the government must own lighthouses because no market mechanism could price a lighthouse’s service. That provoked this spirited rebuttal: When the light sweeps the ocean’s surface, it improves the surface, which becomes the property of the lighthouse owner, who can charge whatever the market will bear for ships to cross the illuminated surface.

Ah, but does the property right lapse when fog obscures the beam of light? Hairs were split as ideological purity hung in the balance.

These contumacious students were, as students frequently are, inebriated by ideas to the point of silliness. But they were early acolytes of the extraordinary man who, as he celebrates his ninetieth birthday this month, merits celebration as America









Alan Greenspan: High-Achieving Minimalist
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John Marshall: The Most Important American Never to Have Been President













James Madison: Well, Yes, of Course




















Longfellow: A Forgotten Founder
































Ronald Reagan: The Steel Behind the Smile
















Reagan and the Vicissitudes of Historical Judgments











John Paul II: “A Flame Rescued from Dry Wood”













Ayaan Hirsi Ali: An Enlightenment Fundamentalist














Hugh Hefner: Tuning Fork of American Fantasies















Lawrence Ferlinghetti: The Emeritus Beat as Tourist Attraction
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Andrew Nesbitt: Seventy-nine-Pound Master of Tourette Syndrome
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