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PREFACE

The writings in this volume are selected from my essays and journalism
of the past half century. About two thirds have been published in previ-
ous books, all now out of print. One third have never appeared in book
form. And the long autobiographical memoir that opens the volume,
together with the essay “America’s ‘Exceptional’ Conservatism,” has
never before been published. Within each section, the order is chrono-
logical. Omitted from the collection is the bulk of my more transient
journalism.

In sum, this anthology traces the intellectual evolution of one Ameri-
can from a brief, youthful socialism, through a long period of ever more
skeptical and self-critical liberalism, to something that became known
as “neoconservatism.” Since I am generally thought to be the “god-
father” of the neoconservative “movement”—though I think the term
“impulse” or “persuasion” would be more accurate—I presume to
think that the intellectual evolution that is evident in this book may be
of interest to others.

Inevitably, there are differences of emphasis, even occasional contra-
dictions, to be found in these writings. I have made no effort to smooth
them out; and wouldn’t know how, since it is not always clear to me
which emphasis or which side of a contradiction is to be favored. Later
(“more mature”) writings are not necessarily superior in the eyes of a
reader, though the author will surely think so. There is also some over-
lapping—but then, some things cannot be said too often. In any case, it
is the homogeneity of approach, the consistency of a certain cast of
mind, that impresses (and even surprises) me, as I look over this collec-
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tion. I think it fair to say that what might be called a “neoconservative
imagination” is something that I have always possessed, long before the
very term itself was invented, and long before there was any kind of neo-
conservative “movement.”

What, exactly, is neoconservatism anyway? I would say it is more a
descriptive term than a prescriptive one. It describes the erosion of lib-
eral faith among a relatively small but talented and articulate group of
scholars and intellectuals, and the movement of this group (which gradu-
ally gained many new recruits) toward a more conservative point of
view: conservative, but different in certain important respects from the
traditional conservatism of the Republican party. We were, most of us,
from lower-middle-class or working-class families, children of the Great
Depression, veterans (literal or not) of World War II, who accepted the
New Deal in principle, and had little affection for the kind of isolation-
ism that then permeated American conservatism. We regarded ourselves
originally as dissident liberals—dissident because we were skeptical of
many of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society initiatives and increasingly dis-
believing of the liberal metaphysics, the view of human nature and of
social and economic realities, on which those programs were based.

Then, after 1965, our dissidence accelerated into a barely disguised
hostility. As the “counterculture” engulfed our universities and began to
refashion our popular culture, we discovered that traditional “bour-
geois” values were what we had believed in all along, had indeed simply
taken for granted. Suddenly, discussion of all social and economic issues,
hitherto abstract, technical, and based largely on the findings of the
social sciences, was infused with a controversy over “values.” The “trans-
valuation of values” (Nietzsche’s phrase) then merrily under way
appalled many scholars and intellectuals who had always defined them-
selves as liberals, and a portion of them almost insensibly and in varying
degrees found themselves to be “neoconservative,” often protesting,
furiously or feebly, against this identification. The spectrum of neocon-
servatism became ever broader, even as the spectrum of liberalism
became ever narrower, even more dogmatically left-leaning. In 1972, the
nomination of Senator George McGovern, an isolationist and a candi-
date of the New Left, signified that the Democratic party was not hos-
pitable to any degree of neoconservatism. Only a few of us drew the
obvious conclusion that we would have to try to find a home in the
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Republican party, which had always been an alien political entity, so far as
we were concerned. But with every passing year our numbers grew.

The traditional Republican party that was so alien to us was a party of
the business community and of smaller-town America. It had, tradition-
ally, little use for intellectuals, whom it regarded (with some justification)
as more foolish than wise; its economic policy stopped short at the ideal
of a balanced budget; it was still campaigning against the New Deal; and,
in foreign policy, its inclination was almost always isolationist. It also
tended to ally itself with the southern Democrats in opposition to civil
rights for black Americans. This is why, in 1964, only a few neoconserva-
tives supported Barry Goldwater while the rest of us went along with
Hubert Humphrey. In the course of the 1970s and 1980s, however, the
Republican party gradually “modernized” itself to some degree, in part
because of the writings of neoconservatives. This was most clearly seen
in the case of Ronald Reagan, the first Republican president to pay trib-
ute to Franklin D. Roosevelt, and the first Republican president since
Theodore Roosevelt whose politics were optimistically future-oriented
rather than bitterly nostalgic or passively adaptive. The congressional
elections of 1994 ratified this change, just as the person of Newt Gin-
grich exemplified it. As a consequence, neoconservatism today is an
integral part of the new language of conservative politics.

What will future historians of American politics make of the neocon-
servative episode, now drawing to a conclusion? I do not presume to
guess, or even to imagine. But I do believe, as someone who has been at
the center of this episode, that if they are even minimally interested, the
writings collected in this volume will be worth reading. Whether they—
or some of them—will be worth the reading on their own more endur-
ing merits is not for me to say.






An Autobiographical Memoir

Is there such a thing as a “neo” gene? I ask that question because, look-
ing back over a lifetime of my opinions, I am struck by the fact that they
all qualify as “neo.” I have been a neo-Marxist, a neo-Trotskyist, a neo-
socialist, a neoliberal, and finally a neoconservative. It seems that no
ideology or philosophy has ever been able to encompass all of reality to
my satisfaction. There was always a degree of detachment qualifying my
commitment.

One “neo,” however, has been permanent throughout my life, and it is
probably at the root of all the others. I have been “neo-orthodox” in my
religious views (though not in my religious observance). This is some-
thing of a puzzle to me, for my own religious background was not at all
conducive to such a perspective. It is true that my parents’ household in
Brooklyn was Orthodox Jewish, but only in observance—belief seemed
to have nothing to do with it. My father would go to synagogue only once
a year, on the High Holidays; my mother never went, though she kept
a strictly kosher household. We took notice of the other main Jewish
holidays too, but we never “celebrated” them. I received absolutely no
Jewish instruction at home, nor did my parents seem to care very
much about my own observance. It is true that they dutifully sent me
to an old-fashioned yeshiva—two afternoons a week and Sunday
mornings—so that I could learn to read the prayer book and qualify
for my bar mitzvah. There we also read the first five books of the Bible,
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4 AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR

translating from Hebrew into Yiddish—two languages I didn’t know.
(My parents spoke Yiddish to each other, but only English to the chil-
dren.) I dutifully participated, learning to read the Hebrew and memo-
rizing the Yiddish translations. Discipline was strict—if we misbehaved
in any way, the rabbi would order us to stand up and then give us a sting-
ing slap in the face. He also taught us to hate the goyim and to spit when-
ever we passed a church.

If ever there was a regimen that might have provoked rebelliousness,
this was it. But though I obviously had not the faintest interest in my
Jewish studies, I felt no impulse to rebel. I was duly bar-mitzvahed, mak-
ing the conventional speech (in a memorized Yiddish) in which I
thanked the rabbi and my parents for bringing me to this glorious day. I
even continued to attend the yeshiva for at least six months afterwards,
though I was not required to and my parents never encouraged me to.
Then when I was sixteen my mother died of stomach cancer, and for the
next six months I would get up at dawn, just when my father was setting
off to work, and go to the synagogue to say the morning prayers, which
included a prayer for one’s recently deceased loved one. Again, my father
never urged me to do this, and he himself seems never to have consid-
ered doing it. So why did I do it?

I don’t know the answer to that. Though I took some adolescent pride
in being a member of the “chosen people,” I felt no passionate attach-
ment to Judaism, or to Zionism, or even to the Jewish people. I had read
nothing on any of these matters, and the only magazine that entered our
- house was The New Masses, to which my older sister, Lillian, subscribed as
a consequence of attending City College at night. (She was an office
worker during the day) I did not think of myself as religious. On the
other hand, one thing becomes clear in retrospect: There was something
in me that made it impossible to become antireligious, or even non-reli-
gious, though my subsequent intellectual commitments kept trying to
steer me in that direction. I was born “theotropic,” and not even my dis-
mal experience of a decadent Orthodoxy could affect this basic predis-
position.

Even while I was a young Trotskyist at City College, I was a dissident
in this respect. I read Plato and was immediately persuaded that it made
sense for a suprasensible universe of ideas to exist. I read the King
James Bible, and was immediately persuaded that the Book of Genesis
was, in some nonliteral sense, true. Later in my college days I read




AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR 5

Niebuhr, Tillich, and Maritain, along with Trotsky, Lenin, Rosa Luxem-
burg et al., and found myself sympathetic to all of them. There were then
no serious Jewish theologians available in English; it was not until after
World War II that Buber, Rosenzweig, and Scholem began to be translat-
ed from the German. By that time, the Holocaust had touched my Jew-
ish nerve and I was delighted to discover that there really could be an
intellectual dimension to Judaism.

What impressed me most about the Christian theologians was their
certainty, derived from the Bible, that the human condition placed
inherent limitations on human possibility. Original Sin was one way of
saying this, and I had no problem with that doctrine—though how to
reconcile it with my youthful utopian socialist hopes and beliefs was
beyond me. In fact no reconciliation was possible, and the “neo” worm
was already eating away at my socialist certitudes. It is interesting that
the Jewish prophets have never much interested me—their religious
utopianism was too close to the political utopianism I was already
becoming disenchanted with. I was more affected by the law-giving
books of the Bible, and to this day I believe that this difference in
emphasis will determine one’s attitude toward traditional Orthodox
Judaism as against modern reformed versions—which usually means
“liberal” versions. Even as a socialist I had more respect for “tradition-
bound” religion than for a modernized and liberalized one. This respect,
however, did not necessarily extend to all traditional rituals and ways of
behavior. I was a nonobservant Jew, but not a nonreligious one. Hence
the “neo” in my religious orientation.

For decades, and even now, some of my closest friends will occasion-
ally wonder aloud whether I really believe in God’s existence. My wife
tells me that back in the 1950s, my revered teacher, Sidney Hook, took
her aside on several occasions and asked her precisely that question. He,
as a pragmatist and a rationalist, just didn’t see how it was possible. The
problem with that question, of course, is that “existence”—in the nor-
mal usage of the term—is not a divine attribute. The mysterious term
“being” is more appropriate. And a religious person doesn’t “believe” in
God, he has faith in God. One’s relation to God is existential, not ratio-
nalist. As I learned later from a reading of Kant, pure reason will never
get you beyond—pure reason. But the more you pray, the more likely
you are to have faith. That is why children are taught to pray, rather than
being instructed in “proofs” of God’s “existence.”
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I have emphasized the importance of religion in my personal and intel-
lectual development because, in my own writings, it is only on rare occa-
sions evident. I am not a theologian, after all, though reading theology is
one of my favorite relaxations. Other nonreligious thinkers, however,
have had a more direct influence in shaping my mind. I have already
mentioned Sidney Hook, whose writings revealed to me the power of
logical, coherent analysis, something my formal education had neglected.
He certainly helped me perceive the fallacies of Marxism—though,
ironically, Hook always remained far more respectful of Marx, and of the
socialist ideal, than I was. I sometimes think he taught me more than he
intended. But that is the sign of a truly great teacher, which he was.

The two thinkers who had the greatest subsequent impact on my
thinking were Lionel Trilling in the 1940s and Leo Strauss in the 1950s.
Trilling was, in contemporary terms, a skeptical liberal, Strauss a skepti-
cal conservative. Trilling was an elegant and subtle literary critic, Strauss
a powerful Germanic, supersubtle political philosopher. In both cases,
their skepticism went to the very roots of modern liberalism and mod-
ern conservatism, respectively.

I still remember vividly first reading Trilling’s essays in Partisan Review,
later collected and published under the title The Liberal Imagination. They
hit me with the force of a revelation. Though I had by then read widely
in the modernist writers—D. H. Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, W. B. Yeats,
Franz Kafka, Faulkner—it had simply never occurred to me that their
vision was incompatible with the dominant socialist and liberal world-
views shared by all New York intellectuals, a group whom I regarded as a
Sanhedrin of wisdom and sensibility. The “modern,” it turned out, was
not all of a piece; artistic sensibility and political reason were in conflict.
To put it another way: the metaphysics of modern “avant-garde” art and
the metaphysics of modern “progressive” politics were at odds with one
another. Given my metaphysical bent, I took this very seriously indeed.
No politics, I sensed, was viable if its own culture was radically subver-
sive of it. The “neo” part of me was quickened and invigorated.

Trilling himself spent the rest of his life trying to reconcile “reac-
tionary” modernism in literature with a secular liberalism. He was not a
religious man, but—Ilike Matthew Arnold, whom he so much
admired—his commitment to great literature was a kind of religious
commitment. His “great books” had a biblical authority for him—the
Bible, after all, was one of those great books. His Arnoldian liberalism
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kept him out of step with the “progressive” liberal community. After an
early flirtation with the Left, the one certain thing about Lionel Trilling
was that he was not a politically correct “progressive”—not in politics,
not in education, not in cultural matters, not in manners and morals. At
the same time, there existed no conservative intellectual body of thought
worth noting, so that to the end Trilling remained a skeptical, out-of-
step liberal, whom his students in later years would simply describe as
“conservative.” This lent a certain pathos to his life and thought, but it
was a pathos that never came close to the pathetic. His luminous intelli-
gence was as striking as ever as the years passed, and he coped with the
disharmony of his condition by writing admiringly about Jane Austen
and even Kipling instead of D. H. Lawrence or Kafka.

Leo Strauss—“Mr. Strauss,” as his students called him, and still call
him, posthumously—was from a different planet. A German-Jewish
émigré who had been a student of medieval Jewish and Arabic philoso-
phy, he was the quintessential philosopher, of a kind satirized in popular
literature. Helpless in all practical matters, the author of very difficult
and complex texts, studious and meditative, a rationalist who pressed
reason to its ultimate limits, he was no kind of “intellectual”—a class he
held in, at best, tolerant contempt. (I would not be surprised if he had
never read a line of Trilling’s.) After several years at the New School, he
moved to the University of Chicago in 1949, where he became a most
influential teacher. His students—those happy few who sat at his feet—
became “Straussians,” though they preferred to be known as “political
theorists.” (One such student was my dear friend, the late Martin Dia-
mond, who helped me understand what Strauss was up to.) These stu-
dents of Leo Strauss, in turn, have produced another generation of
political theorists, many of whom have relocated to Washington, D.C,,
since the academic world of positivist “political science” has become
ever more hostile to Strauss and “Straussians”—even while his mode of
thought has filtered down to an ever more numerous “happy few.” This
was understandable, since Strauss did not disguise his disgust for what
his contemporaries called “political science.”

Encountering Strauss’s work produced the kind of intellectual shock
that is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. He turned one’s intellectual uni-
verse upside down. Suddenly, one realized that one had been looking at
the history of Western political thought through the wrong end of the
telescope. Instead of our looking down at them from the high vantage
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point of our more “advanced” era, he trained his students to look at
modernity through the eyes of the “ancients” and the premoderns,
accepting the premise that they were wiser and more insightful than we
are. One read the premoderns, therefore, in order to understand them
as they understood themselves, not to understand them better than they
understood themselves. In addition, one read them in order to under-
stand ourselves, products of the modern age, better than we are able to
do on our own. In the battle between the “ancients” and the “moderns,”
he was on the side of the “ancients.”

What made him so controversial within the academic community was
his disbelief in the Enlightenment dogma that “the truth will make men
free.” He was an intellectual aristocrat who thought that the truth could
make sonte minds free, but he was convinced that there was an inherent
conflict between philosophic truth and the political order, and that the
popularization and vulgarization of these truths might import unease,
turmoil, and the release of popular passions hitherto held in check by
tradition and religion—with utterly unpredictable, but mostly negative,
consequences. Strauss was respectful of the common sense of the com-
mon man when this was guided by tradition, itself the heir to genera-
tions of practical wisdom when it came to the art of living a humane life.
He was contemptuous of the modern demagogic idolatry of the com-
mon man.

Moreover, he was persuaded that the great philosophers prior to the
Age of Reason, and many of the greatest poets, shared this point of view.
As a result, they took the greatest care in their writing so as not, as the
British would say, to “frighten the horses.” To a greater or lesser degree,
they had a prudential concern for the effects of their opinions, as well as
for their own safety—this in an era when the secular and temporal
authorities felt an obligation to suppress heterodoxy. And in most cases,
especially where religion and political philosophy were concerned, they
did subscribe to some heterodox views, simply by virtue of being rigor-
ously thoughtful men. One therefore had to study—not read—their
texts with a quasi-“talmudic” intensity and care, in order to distinguish
between their “esoteric” and “exoteric” views. Nothing has enraged
contemporary “enlightened” academic political scientists and political
philosophers more than this approach to the “great books” of the pre-
modern era. Our contemporaries do not study to learn so much as to
read and express opinion.
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Because Strauss believed, along with the “greats” he revered, that
prudence was the greatest of practical virtues, he never allowed his aris-
tocratic mode of thinking to determine, in any simple and linear way, his
political opinions. Himself a victim of Nazism, he defended liberal
democracy as the best alternative among modern political regimes, even
while keeping it intellectually at a distance. He was no right-wing ideo-
logue, as some of his critics have claimed, nor did he fit easily into con-
temporary conservative discourse. He did not, for instance, much
admire Edmund Burke, a modern conservative icon, because he felt that
Burke’s emphasis on “prescription” as the basis of a social order was too
parochially British, and too vulnerable to the modern insistence that we
should, in the words of Tom Paine (echoed by Jefferson), “let the dead
bury the dead.” Modern populist conservatism, it goes without saying,
was alien to him.

But one didn’t study Strauss to discover ready-made political opin-
ions. He opened modernity to serious, critical thought, of a kind that
reveals Marxist and postmodern critiques to be, as they are, the paltry
offshoots of modernism itself. In a sense, the premodern political
philosophers served Strauss as the modern (or modernist) novelists and
poets served Trilling—as a force for liberation from the contemporary
progressive, liberal, or conventionally conservative outlook that prevails
among our intellectual classes. Strauss, in conversation, once remarked
that it was entirely proper for a young man to think Dostoevski was the
greatest novelist, but it would be a sign of maturity when he later con-
cluded it was Jane Austen who had the most legitimate claim to that
place. Lionel Trilling, I think, would have agreed.

By the time I was twenty-two, my “intellectual formation” (as the
French would say) was already beginning to take shape. The seeds of my
future neoliberalism and neoconservatism had been sown, but any flow-
ering had to come with writing, not merely reading and thinking. I want-
ed very much to be not only an “intellectual” but a “writer,” and, with
the arrogance of youth, I was convinced I could be one. An intellectual
who didn’t write struck me as only half an intellectual. But what kind of
writer? Of that I had no idea. In college, I had written only term papers,
which got me good grades but which, I knew, revealed little by way of lit-
erary talent. There were, of course, the writers for Partisan Review—won-

derful stylists like Dwight Macdonald and Mary McCarthy—but I sensed
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that they were not suitable models for me. They were out of my class, as
it were. I recall a conversation I had with Saul Bellow, about a year later. I
had then joined my wife in Chicago, where she was doing graduate work
at the University of Chicago and where I was waiting to go into the
Army. Saul and I were friends and neighbors. He was just publishing his
first novel, and I was writing occasional book reviews for The New Leader,
at which my college friend Daniel Bell was an indulgent editor. I confid-
ed to Saul that I thought I had the potential to be a writer. He looked at
me suspiciously and asked: “What kind of writer?” (Saul has always been
convinced, as most novelists are, that the world does not need more than
one novelist.) I thought for a moment and then said briskly, “Well, good
enough to write for The New Yorker.” He roared. At that time, we intellec-
tuals did not think too much of that slick magazine.

What had given me even this degree of confidence was one of those
strokes of luck that shape careers. In a bookshop that sold “remain-
ders”—I think it was the Marboro bookshop in Times Square—I picked
up, for twenty-nine cents, a copy of John Crowe Ransom’s God Without
Thunder. I had never heard of Ransom but loved the title, since I too had
little use for such a god. The book enchanted me, not so much for its
theme, already familiar as well as congenial from my religious readings—
by then I was into Charles Péguy and Léon Bloy—as for its style. That
style was lucid, straightforward, unpretentious, but brightened with
flashes of irony and wit. “That’s the style for me,” I thought, “I can do
it!” Some months later, I submitted an unsolicited book review to Kenyon
Review, which Ransom was then editing. I received a pleasant, handwritten
rejection note, which strengthened my high opinion of him.

Another stroke of luck. At about the same time that I discovered John
Crowe Ransom, I rediscovered W. H. Auden. To be sure, I had read his
poems when they appeared in Partisan Review, had “appreciated” them,
but I read them as a casual consumer of poetry, not as a writer reads,
with an active intellect. Learning to read in that new way I owed to Ran-
som, whose other writing I hastily searched out. There, he introduced
me to the New Criticism. Applying myself to Cleanth Brooks, I. A.
Richards, and others, I learned to read poetry—really to read—as had
never been possible for me before, simply because no one had ever told
me how to do it. And then, I came across an older issue of Partisan Review
and there I found Auden’s “September, 1939,” whose opening lines have
echoed in my mind forever after:
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I sit in one of the dives
On Fifty-second street
Uncertain and afraid

As the clever hopes expire
Of a low, dishonest decade

I was certainly vulnerable to the sentiments and mood of this poem,
but what struck me forcefully was that phrase, “low, dishonest decade.”
What a powerful use of ordinary words! “Clever hopes” is good, too.
Then I read through all of Auden’s longer poems, most of them in this
edgy, conversational style, savoring the language. They are uneven, of
course, but a few wonderful phrases can, for me, redeem an entire
poem. In later years, I have had a similar experience with a few other
poets (Eliot, Yeats, Larkin), but much of modern poetry, I confess,
evokes no response within me. This is poetry written for other poets, or
for those engaged in the academic exegetical analysis of poems. I take it
on faith that Wallace Stevens is a major poet but I cannot read him. I
once had the idea of compiling a brief anthology of poems for ambitious
young journalists who wished to write better, but nothing came of it.
Instead, I tell them to read Shakespeare’s sonnets in their spare time—
wasted advice, in most cases.

I have mentioned the role of luck in the shaping of the mind, but it
is clear to me that my entire life has been one instance of good luck
after another. My relatively brief sojourn among the Trotskyists, for
instance—I left before I was twenty-two—was immensely fruitful, and
not only because I witnessed, close-up, very sharp wits in ideological
conflict. My becoming a Trotskyist, rather than something else, was itself
an accident. I knew nothing of radical politics when I entered City Col-
lege, but I did have two friends from Boys’ High who had accompanied
me to college. We constituted a troika for the rest of our lives—the late
Harold Lubin, Earl Raab, and myself. Earl was an esthete—he had, in
high school, introduced me to the short stories of James Joyce and
Thomas Mann; I was confused about my politics, so it devolved upon
Hal Lubin to explore the ideological terrain and report back to us what
kind of radicals we should be. In later life, as it happens, both Earl and I
remained politically involved, while Hal opted out and became a profes-
sor of literature. But at the time, he was more serious, more passionate,
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and more optimistic about “creating a better world” than we were.
When he explained to us that the Trotskyist student group was the most
interesting and least tarred with the sins of Stalinism—it was the first I
had heard of such sins—we promptly followed him into the Trotskyist
“movement,” as we then called the dozen or so young men who sat
around, reading and arguing about radical politics. Young men, because
City College in those days was an all-male institution, with our sexual
energies finding an outlet in either study or politics.

But the larger Trotskyist organization was, thank goodness, coed.
Shortly after I was graduated from City College, I was assigned to attend
meetings of a “branch” of young Trotskyists in Bensonhurst, in Brook-
lyn, at the opposite end of the borough where I lived. I dutifully attended
the meetings, which were quite farcical since we were trying to recruit
young blacks in the neighborhood who were sensible enough not to take
us seriously. But at these meetings I noticed a girl—she was eighteen, it
turned out—who sat quietly at the other end of the small room. Her
name was Gertrude Himmelfarb, but she was called “Bea.” She had a
trim figure and a strong, handsome face that radiated intelligence and
sensibility. I noticed her for some weeks before approaching her and ask-
ing her out. In truth, I was already in love with her without even know-
ing her. She said “yes,” quietly. And so we “went out,” which is to say we
went to the Saturday-night movies—in cosmopolitan Manhattan rather
than provincial Brooklyn, and saw only foreign movies since we were
cultural snobs. After our first excursion, I already knew that this was the
girl I wanted to marry. After the third or fourth movie, I finally asked her
to marry me; perhaps because she was weary of subtitles, she said yes.
Thus began what my friend, Daniel Bell, later described as “the best
marriage of our generation,” a judgment I have no quarrel with. We are
about to celebrate our fifty-third wedding anniversary.

In retrospect, it is interesting that it never even crossed my mind to
suggest a “love affair,” or a “relationship,” or whatever other connection
young people experiment with these days. Many of the young Trotskyists
were bohemian in their “lifestyles,” but that was not for me. Trotskyist
or no, radical socialist or no, I was bourgeois to the core. I sought no
sexual adventures or experiments, but wanted a girl to love and marry.
Bea was of a like mind. We even waited a year to get her parents’ con-
sent—a consent withheld on the grounds that they were not about to
permit their lovely and brilliant daughter to marry a young man who was
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earning $13.89 a week as an apprentice machinist. But when the Japan-
ese bombed Pearl Harbor, and my salary had reached $22 a week, they
relented. We were married on January 18, 1942, when she was nineteen
and I was just short of my twenty-second birthday.

With such a bourgeois character, one which I seem to have been born
with, it is not surprising that, shortly before this twenty-second birthday,
I (and Bea) had left the Trotskyists—in a state of pleasant and intellectu-
ally productive disaffection, but with no regrets. I had received an excel-
lent political education of a special kind. I made several lifelong friends.
And I had gained a lifelong wife. That is why I don’t really mind when
some journalist, even today, a half-century later, casually refers to me as
an “ex-Trotskyist.” I regard myself as lucky to have been a young Trotsky-
ist and I have not a single bitter memory. Even when Irving Howe
“expelled” us for having had the ideological impudence to resign, I
regarded it—and still do—as comic relief. Oddly enough, he never quite
forgave me for leaving so many years before he did.

My subsequent army experience, as an infantryman in Western Europe,
also had some significant, and on the whole benign, influences on me. I
was shot at but not hit and, in what military historians call “battles,” did
my share of shooting, though in the confusion I doubt that I ever hit any-
one or anything. When V-E day came, and I was transported to Mar-
seilles for shipment to the Far East, so as to help conquer Japan, the
atom bomb was dropped and such shipments ceased. My wartime expe-
rience in Germany, however, did have the effect of dispelling any rem-
nants of antiauthority sentiments (always weak, I now think) that were
cluttering up my mind. My fellow soldiers were too easily inclined to
loot, to rape, and to shoot prisoners of war. Only army vigilance kept
them in check. At the same time, observing German women and young
girls, living among the rubble and selling their bodies for a few packs of
cigarettes—the currency of the day—rid me of any anti-German feel-
ings which, as a Jew, might otherwise have been present in me. Even the
subsequent revelation of the Holocaust could not make me feel differ-
ently about ordinary Germans. They, too, had suffered—more than
most Americans realize. And I was not so convinced that the American
soldiers I knew were a different breed of humanity from their German
counterparts.

I spent about a year in Marseilles, and it was a kind of postgraduate
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sabbatical. Because I was a college graduate I was assigned to headquar-
ters, first in the library, where I pretended to understand the Dewey
Decimal System, and then as chief company clerk. It was a small head-
quarters, a point of transshipment of American Gls going home, and I
was assigned two young, intelligent prisoners of war who had been
clerks in the German army. They were so much better than I in clerking
that they were soon doing all the paperwork, leaving me to pursue my
studies. My high school and college French stood me in good stead,
needing only some refreshing to become usable. I spent my days reading
French journals—Les Temps Modernes, Critique, L'Esprit, Les Cahiers du Sud,
and others. I was especially fond of Critique, which gave excellent critical
accounts of authors who were worth reading about but not worth read-
ing. This went along with various philosophical-theological books by
the likes of Jean Wahl, Rachel Bespaloff, and Lev Shestov, who made
Kierkegaard’s leap of faith seem like a modest hop. French intellectual
life was then boiling over with a passionate interest in ideas. Existential-
ism was the rage and I became quite knowledgeable about that depress-
ing philosophy, without however being depressed by it since it was
intellectually so exciting. I even read a novel by Simone de Beauvoir that
set my teeth on edge, which may have been her existentialist intention.
Enjoying anything, including existentialism itself, seemed to represent
for existentialists some kind of spiritual transgression.

When I returned, once again a civilian, to the States, where Bea was
finishing her graduate studies at the University of Chicago, I was imme-
diately informed that another sabbatical was in prospect. Bea had
received a fellowship to go to the University of Cambridge to work on
the papers of Lord Acton, the subject of her thesis. But before we left,
one small thing happened that was to be of considerable importance to
me. Bea told me of this new magazine that had been born in my absence,
a “serious” (i.e., quite highbrow) Jewish magazine called Commentary,
which actually paid as much as $100 for a contribution. I read what
issues were available and decided that there was no reason I should not
be a contributor. So I sat down and quickly wrote a very short story
about my encounter with a young Jewish survivor in a Displaced Persons
camp outside Marseilles. To my delight and astonishment, they immedi-
ately accepted it and promptly paid as well. This last was not unimpor-
tant, because we had calculated that Bea’s fellowship money and what
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she had saved from my army allotment would give us a budget of $12 a
week in Cambridge. Commentary’s fee added another $1.50 a week. What
I could not foresee at the time was that the Commentary connection was
to play such a crucial part in my life.

We really need not have worried about our English budget, since there
was nothing to buy in Cambridge. Food was still stringently rationed,
and we mostly lived on fish and chips or cheese sandwiches. Rent was
cheap too, for our furnished room with toilet upstairs and a sink in the
backyard. But this was the year of the coal shortage and the Great Freeze,
so we slept in our overcoats and poor Bea, who had developed chilblains,
had to wear gloves when she worked on the Acton papers lest her bloody
fingers stain them. Being young, we shrugged all this off. Cambridge was
lovely, positively exotic to our eyes, and we were leading the kind of
bookish life that suited us. I started writing again, pieces on English
affairs for The New Leader and a couple of book reviews for Commentary. 1
also wrote a novel, in a style that was a bastard mixture of Saul Bellow
and Jean Giraudoux, whose novels I was then enchanted by. Fortunately,
I never tried to get it published and eventually incinerated it. I knew in
my bones that I was not born to be a novelist. Indeed, had it been pub-
lished it would have been a major disaster for me, since I then almost
surely would have wasted some years (perhaps even a lifetime) doing
something I was not really suited for.

We returned to New York in 1947 with a couple of hundred dollars in
the bank and no visible prospects. Bea wanted to write her thesis and I
wanted a job that enabled me—in my spare time, if necessary—to keep
on writing. Once again, my luck held out. My brother-in-law;, Milton
Himmelfarb, then a researcher at the American Jewish Committee
(which published Commentary), told me that he had heard that Commen-
tary was looking for a couple of junior editors. I promptly applied and
was thrilled to learn that I had been accepted. My salary was $3,600 a
year, more than enough to allow us to rent a dark two-room apartment
on Broadway and 96th Street, immediately above a Bickford’s cafeteria
(now long since gone). The smells were awful but the neighborhood was
fine—at last we had our own apartment, and in the heart of Manhattan,
no less! Interestingly, it never occurred to us to look for an apartment in
Greenwich Village. Bohemia held no attractions for us, though we were

then childless.
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My colleagues at Commentary were an extraordinary group:

o Elliot Cohen, the editor and founder, had edited The Menorah Journal
at Columbia, to which his classmate Lionel Trilling contributed, and he
then spent two decades in the bureaucratic wilderness of Jewish philan-
thropy. He was a thoroughly assimilated Southern Jew whose interest
was in Jews, not Judaism. He was very intelligent and wrote well, in a
somewhat florid style. I liked and respected him, while he had a kind of
fatherly affection for me.

* Clement Greenberg, ten years older than I, was even then a
prominent art critic. Clem, like Elliot, was interested in Jews (though
not very interested) as distinct from Judaism. He wrote for Partisan
Review, not for Commentary, and was our main link with the intellectual
community around PR. Because he could read German, he became the
editor for a brilliant group of German-Jewish émigré writers (most
notably Hannah Arendt). Though he had a reputation as having a terri-
ble temper, leading even to an occasional brawl, we saw none of that.
Toward his younger colleagues he was always genial, if distant. I recall
vividly, for obvious reasons, his once offering to acquire for me a large
Jackson Pollock painting for $10,000. It was a friendly gesture, but I
declined. I didn’t have ten thousand dollars, we didn’t have space in
our apartment for so large a painting, and I didn’t like (still don’t like)
“abstract expressionist” art. That painting would today be worth mil-
lions. But, since I still don’t like abstract expressionist art, I have never
felt particularly regretful.

* Robert Warshow was, for me, the most troubling of my colleagues.
We got along well enough—played poker together, that sort of thing—
but he always made me feel uncomfortable. There was a hard, cold,
almost affectless streak in him, clothed in the purest rationalism. Like
Elliot and Clem, his interest in Jews was “ethnic” though, I always felt, as
minimal as such an interest could be for an editor on a Jewish magazine.
But he was a truly brilliant writer, with a cool, chiseled, powerful style
that suited his talent and personality perfectly. He would write in long-
hand, in pencil, on a yellow pad, in a very large handwriting that permit-
ted only six or seven lines a page, and when he brought in his essays to be
typed they were letter perfect—no deletions, no additions, not even a
correction in punctuation. I have never seen anything like it—it’s as if
every single word in the essay was preformed in his mind before he sat
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down to write. Several of those essays, mainly on popular culture—and
there was very little serious writing about popular culture then—are
deservedly famous today.

e Nathan Glazer, whom I had known at City College—he was a cou-
ple of years behind me—became one of my closest friends and remains
so to this day. (He was later to succeed Daniel Bell as my coeditor of The
Public Interest.) Intelligent, amiable, intellectually curious, he was a sociol-
ogist who was skeptical of most of what then passed for sociology, and
established a valuable department, “The Study of Man,” which summa-
rized and criticized new trends in the social sciences. He also had a more
intense Jewish background than Clem or Bob, and together we consti-
tuted the “Jewish” editors; I specialized in Jewish religious writing and
he in the secular life of the Jewish community. We were also both more
“political” than the others, having emerged from the ideological hot-
house of City College.

* Richard Clurman, fresh from the University of Chicago, joined Com-
mentary the same day I did. Bright and articulate, he was more interested
in journalism than Judaism. We were not surprised when he left to work
for Time magazine, where he had a distinguished career.

My position at Commentary brought me to the margin of the world of
Partisan Review, since the two magazines overlapped one another on the
political spectrum. Only on the margin, because the PR. crowd was
older than we were and far less bourgeois in what we now call their “life-
style.” Still, it was exciting to meet and get to know all these famous peo-
ple I had been reading for the past ten years. My most vivid memory of
our excursion into the world of PR. occurred at a cocktails-and-buffet
party at the apartment of William Phillips, the coeditor of the magazine.
I had piled my plate with food and sat down in the middle of a couch,
assuming Bea would join me there. Instead, what happened was this:
Mary McCarthy sat down on my right, Hannah Arendt on my left, and
then Diana Trilling pulled up a chair and sat directly opposite me. I was
trapped, and I remember thinking, as I sank into a terrified paralysis of
body and mind, that this was an event to remember. For the next hour,
they argued about Freud and psychoanalysis while I sat there mute, not
even touching my food lest eating seem like a rude intrusion into their
high conversation. I kept wondering why my wife wasn’t rescuing me,
but she sat across the room eating and giggling. When the conversation
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finally broke up, I had not the faintest recollection of anything that had
been said.

During my first years at Commentary, 1 wrote only on philosophy, reli-
gion, and occasionally on literature. My political views were what we
would now call neoliberal, but I had no interest in expressing them.
What brought me back into the world of political controversy was the
extraordinary profusion of opinions sympathetic to, even apologetic for,
the Stalinist regime in Russia among so many leading liberals. These
opinions were dominant in The Nation, The New Republic, The New York
Times, and Hollywood, so that anti-Stalinist liberals came to feel, as they
were, an isolated group within the larger intellectual community. Even-
tually, I was sufficiently irritated to write a short political piece.

The occasion was a book by Carey McWilliams, a leading “progres-
sive” and a very stylish writer. We had actually published an article by
him in Commentary, on how “social discrimination”—e.g., barring Jews
from membership in country clubs—was part of a larger pattern of dis-
crimination that sustained the hegemony of a ruling class. I did not like
the piece because I did not see why any Jew should want to join a coun-
try club where Jews were not welcome. (In truth, at that time I didn’t
see the point of anyone belonging to a country club.) But Elliot, the edi-
tor, understood that this was an issue that did matter to those wealthy
Jews who, as leaders of the American Jewish Committee, financed Com-
mentary. He was quite right; the article evoked a chorus of appreciative
approval from the A.J.C. Since relations between the A.].C. and Commen-
tary were always under strain, our political posture being too anti-Com-
munist for the more “mainline” liberal A.J.C. members, this was no
small matter.

McWilliams’ book was a slick, prototypical exposition of this “main-
line” liberalism, studded with a disingenuous rhetoric that cleverly wed-
ded this liberalism, in the most natural way, with a discrete apologia for
Stalinist fellow-traveling. My Trotskyist background, as well as my read-
ing in literary criticism, made it easy for me to dissect his rhetoric and
reveal its underlying purpose. To my astonishment, the review was
enthusiastically received by people whose opinions I respected. I was
astonished because political writing was so easy that I had no idea it was,
as seemed to be the case, in scarce supply—at least so far as “our side”
was concerned.

Well, one thing leads to another. Encouraged by the reception of that
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book review, I wrote what was to be the most controversial essay of my
career. It was 1952, and McCarthyism was the issue of the day. The
problem for liberal intellectuals was to define an attitude toward the civil
liberties of Communists. (There was, so far as I was concerned, no prob-
lem in defining one’s opposition to Senator McCarthy.) Most “mainline”
liberals, many of them “fellow travelers” in varying degrees, did not
argue in favor of toleration of Communists as Communists—a perfectly
acceptable opinion which I respected even if I didn’t fully agree with it.
They preferred to regard the question of whether anyone was or was not
a Communist as an irrelevancy, since for them Communists were simply
“progressives” who were more outspoken and militant than the rest of
the breed. It was the disingenuousness, the hypocrisy, even the intellec-
tual cowardice of such people that moved me to write my article in Com-
mentary. In that article, I had a passing reference to Senator McCarthy as
a “vulgar demagogue” who was making an impression on the American
people because they knew him to be anti-Communist (as they were),
whereas they knew no such thing about most of the leading spokesmen
of the American liberal community. This was during the Korean war, a
war in which as many American soldiers died as were later to die in Viet-
nam, and popular passions were high. And here were our leading liber-
als, many of whom were publicly suspicious of American motives in this
war (though not of Communist motives), becoming passionate only in
the defense of the civil liberties of American Communists, who openly
supported the North Korean regime. My article dissected some of these
leading liberal spokesmen, demonstrating that their ostensible concern
for the civil liberties of Communists arose, more often than not, out of
an ideological sympathy for Communists as “fellow progressives.”

What a storm my article created! In truth, American liberals were so
hysterical about McCarthy that they simply could not think straight
about the issue I was addressing. My unforgivable sin, I subsequently
realized, was in not being hysterical about McCarthy, whom I assumed to
be a transient, ugly phenomenon with no political future. That I had no
use for “witch-hunting” I assumed the readers of Commentary would take
for granted. On the other hand, I did have the temerity to suggest that,
while the American Communists had their civil rights under the Consti-
tution, no American had a “right” to government employment, and the
idea of “civil liberties” could not be stretched to give Communists, or
even their loyal fellow travelers, such a right. Nor did anyone’s civil liber-
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ties make him immune to public opprobrium. The Communists, after
all, were a totalitarian group hostile to our constitutional democracy.
How we defined their civil liberties was a matter of prudence, not prin-
ciple. After the experience of the Weimar Republic this seemed to me a
reasonable approach. Perhaps I didn’t express these thoughts with the
clarity they needed. But it would not have mattered, since most of my
infuriated critics had an agenda of their own.

I survived the tumult and the shouting that article provoked because
many prominent liberals thought that I had made a point worth making,
one not at all offensive to an authentic liberalism which understood that
there were indeed enemies on the left. The main effect was to define me
publicly, for the first time, as a political writer with a voice of my own.
The timing, as it happened, was not of the best. My situation at Commen-
tary, after five wonderful years, had become intolerable. Elliot Cohen was
in the process of having a nervous breakdown that would later cost him
his life. I didn’t understand the tragedy that was happening; all I knew
was that his editorial interventions had become ever more capricious
and arbitrary. As the managing editor, I found myself pinned between
authors and editor, trying to negotiate acceptable solutions to the prob-
lems he was causing. Finally I felt so miserable that I had to resign. I
came home and broke the news to Bea. She had news of her own: She
was pregnant.

Job hunting was a new experience for me, and fortunately it did not
last long. 1 applied for a position on Fortune, where a senior editor was an
old friend of Elliot’s who had become an acquaintance of mine. (He,
too, had once been a Trotskyist!) He gently turned me down, essentially
on the grounds that my kind of writing was too “highbrow” for them.
Occasionally I wonder, with a shudder, what my life would have been like
had they hired me.

It was Sidney Hook who came to my rescue, a practice he made a
habit of doing for the rest of my life. Something called the American
Committee for Cultural Freedom had recently been formed, associated
with the Congress for Cultural Freedom in Paris. It was an organization
of anti-Communist liberals with the mission of counterbalancing the
pro-Communist liberals and gauchistes who were then so active in the
intellectual worlds of the Western democracies, including our own. The
position of executive director of the A.C.C.F. was then vacant and Hook,
who liked my political writing, campaigned successfully to get the job for
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me. Apparently I was acceptable even to those liberals on the Committee
who thought my Commentary article had gone somewhat overboard.

The next ten months or so were tedium interspersed with crises. The
tedium was the administrative chores, which I coped with easily enough.
(I have always found administration a much-overrated skill.) The crises
were internally generated by a heterogeneous group of intellectuals
whose common cause turned out to be not quite common enough.
There was a small group on the right, led by James Burnham, who if not
pro-McCarthy was certainly anti-anti-McCarthy. There was a much larg-
er group on the center-left, led by Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Richard
Rovere, who believed the Committee should be, above all, actively anti-
McCarthy. Somewhere in the middle were a handful of very articulate
people, led by Diana Trilling, who were unhappy with the ideological
posture of the Congress in Paris, which was anti-Communist but which,
in an effort to appeal to the anti-Communist left, was not simply or bel-
ligerently pro-American. I mediated between these groups, not fully
sharing the views of any in this respect—my guide was Sidney Hook,
who was the Committee’s moving spirit—but all such mediation could
do was to put out one firestorm of controversy and prepare for the next.
My only satisfaction was the organization of two public debates, the first
(naturally) on the relation of religion to democracy (Paul Tillich vs. Sid-
ney Hook), the second on “containment” vs. “liberation” in American
foreign policy (Arthur Schlesinger vs. James Burnham). They were very
good debates, attended by some five hundred people, and the Commit-
tee actually made some money on them. In the end, however, the spirit
of factionalism was bound to prevail, as it always does among intellectu-
als with ideological passions and little political common sense.

I was about at the end of my tether and tenure when Sidney, once again,
came to the rescue. The Congress, he informed me, was interested in
starting an English-language cultural-intellectual-political magazine in
Paris to counteract the predominant influence of anti-American and
often Communist fellow-traveling magazines in all the democracies, not
only of Western Europe but in Asia as well. Would I like to be consid-
ered for the position of editor? That question answered itself. The
prospect of editing such a magazine, in Paris no less, made my head spin
with anticipation.

I had not, at that time, met anyone from the Congress, so some inter-
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viewing was in order. I flew to Paris—well, from there on it’s something
of a blur. On either the first or second night Michael Josselson, the Con-
gress’s executive director, took me to dinner at the home of the ex-
Communist novelist and critic Manes Sperber. I no longer recall who
was there because after the appetizer of garlic-packed snails I passed out.
(It turned out that I am allergic to garlic in large doses.) They laid me
out on a dining-room couch, Sperber fed me some pills, and they pro-
ceeded to an evening of fine food and animated conversation while I lay
on that couch, regaining consciousness intermittently in order to throw
up. For the rest of my trip I was violently sick. I do recall going to Lon-
don with Mike to have lunch at the Savoy with the leaders of the British
Committee for Cultural Freedom, among them Malcolm Muggeridge,
T. R. Fyvel, George Lichtheim, and Fred Warburg, the publisher (Secker
and Warburg, as it then was). I recall, while at the table rather than the
“loo,” their making a very strong pitch for locating the magazine in Lon-
don—bereft of a good literary magazine since the death of Cyril Con-
nolly’s Horizon—and for making Stephen Spender (a member of the
British Committee but then away teaching in Cincinnati) my coeditor.
Mike found their case very persuasive, especially after Muggeridge
offered to raise the money for Spender’s salary. So did I, though I really
would have preferred Paris. Anyway, I staggered home to inform my wife
that we would be living in London after all. She, being as much an
Anglophile as I was a Francophile, was happy to hear the news. A month
or so later, I flew to London to find a place for us to live, to rent a tem-
porary office, and to hire someone to help put out the magazine.

That was early in 1953, shortly before the Coronation. I had commit-
ted myself to a first issue in October—for an untitled magazine that
wasn’t even on a drawing board. I recall T. S. Matthews of Time, then in
London ostensibly to fund some kind of highbrow British magazine,
telling me that I was being wildly unrealistic. In the event, my magazine
came out on schedule; his never did.

I rented a shabby two-room office and hired a secretary-assistant, in
the person of Margot Walmsley—a splendid woman, prematurely wid-
owed, who stayed with the magazine until the bitter end, by which time
she had become managing editor. (It also turned out that, on practically
no money at all, she gave the liveliest cocktail parties at which all sorts of
people showed up—some very interesting, some merely important.)
The two of us put out our first issue. I solicited articles from my friends
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in the United States, Stephen—still in Cincinnati—wrote to his friends
in London, we agreed on a title after much bickering, I found a printer
and distributor, I designed a magazine modeled (with variations) on Com-
mentary, and in the fall of 1953 the first issue did come out, as promised.

The history of Encounter—including the CIA connection—has by now
been well told by Peter Coleman in The Liberal Conspiracy, and told less
well by others, so I shall say little about it. I do feel compelled to say,
however, that my relations with Stephen Spender were, against the odds,
quite good, all things considered. After all, he was ten years older than I,
infinitely more distinguished, and was far more sensitive to the opinions
of British literary circles than I was. So there was always the possibility of
friction, a possibility that was realized less often than I had feared. A
poet, a man of letters, and a gentleman, Stephen was absolutely no kind
of editor. I ran the magazine, he made major contributions to it. He
brought W. H. Auden and Isaiah Berlin to Encounter, and the imprimatur
that resulted was significant. He also solicited the most famous article
ever printed in Encounter—Nancy Mitford’s “U and Non-U,” which
provoked the popular press to a frenzy of “research” into the class-spe-
cific usages of the British vocabulary. This was not exactly the kind of
article that our publishers in Paris had in mind for the magazine, and
they, like all non-Brits, were mystified by the commotion it caused.

The 1950s were, despite Suez, the golden decade of England’s post-
war history, and we were lucky to be there then. The dollar was strong
and my modest salary—Iless so by British standards—went a long way.
We lived in a succession of furnished houses and could even afford an au
pair girl, which permitted Bea to continue her research and writing. Her
biography of Lord Acton had already been published, to a laudatory
review in the Times Literary Supplement, so she was of interest to the British
in her own right. We made many friends, amid a host of acquaintances.

Very few of our friends and acquaintances came from Stephen’s circle,
the literary establishment. They were simply not my kind of people.
There was never any serious intellectual or political talk at their parties,
just malicious, witty—often brilliantly witty—gossip. I never felt more
solemnly New York-Jewish than at one of these occasions, and never
more bourgeois. They all seemed to have more money than we had, or at
least lived more extravagantly and adventurously than we did. Many of
them could fairly be called upper class, but those who weren’t affected
upper-class mannerisms and modes of speech. As an American, I was to
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some degree outside the British class system—but only to a degree. The
thought of attempting an entry never crossed my mind.

Our closest friends, almost inevitably, were older Jewish ex-radicals
who were now on Encounter’s ideological wavelength and among whom
we felt at home. These included Jane Degras, historian of the Comintern
at the Royal Institute of International Affairs; T. R. Fyvel, who had been
a close friend of George Orwell and who was now at the BBC; George
Lichtheim, the fiercely independent neo-Marxist and anti-Communist;
and Mark Abrams, who introduced opinion polling and market research
to Britain. In addition, among the Labour M.P’s—the very first politi-
cians I had ever met in the flesh—there was Woodrow Wyatt, now
a prominent conservative journalist who sits in the House of Lords;
Anthony Crosland, who was trying to redefine socialism in terms of sim-
ple social and economic equality, and who was fascinated by the “City
College sociologists,” especially my friends Daniel Bell and Seymour
Martin Lipset; and Denis Healey, who transfixed the visiting Lionel
Trilling at dinner one night with his knowledge of contemporary litera-
ture, leaving me to disabuse Trilling of the notion that all Members of
Parliament were like Healey. The only conservative M.P. we were friendly
with was Angus Maude, who should have been Prime Minister, but his
fellow Tories thought him to be far too intelligent for that responsible
position.

There were, however, conservatives not in Parliament with whom we
established ties of friendship. They included Malcolm Muggeridge, then
editor of Punch and the enfant terrible of British journalism, and Michael
Oakeshott, who succeeded Harold Laski in his chair at the London
School of Economics and who was already on his way to becoming one
of the most distinguished conservative thinkers of this century. By mar-
rying, as it were, Oakeshott to Muggeridge, three gifted young Conser-
vative journalists were born. They were Peregrine Worsthorne, Colin
Welch, and Henry Fairlie, with all of whom we became fast friends. They
had no counterparts in America at the time. And, of course, there was
the steady stream of American visitors to enliven our days: Dan Bell, the
Glazers, the Sidney Hooks, the Trillings, the Jason Epsteins, and numer-
ous others.

In London, though our social life was politically ecumenical, my (and
Bea’s) evolving discontent with social democracy and liberalism contin-
ued. As an American and a coeditor of Encounter, I kept aloof from British
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politics—my writing for Encounter consisted of essays on Machiavelli, Tac-
itus, and the Marquis de Sade—but I found my conservative friends far
more interesting than the others. I hadn’t known any conservatives—as
distinct from ex-radicals with budding right-wing opinions—in New
York, and I was fascinated by the fact that they felt perfectly at ease with
themselves as conservatives, neither apologetic nor unduly contentious.
They were, after all, heirs to a long tradition of conservative politics and
conservative thought in Britain, whereas there was no such tradition in
the United States. Though in a distinct minority, they were accepted by
society at large as having a legitimate place on the political spectrum.
More than that, their claim to government could hardly be dismissed,
with Winston Churchill still the overpowering figure that he was.

My discontent with social democracy cum liberalism had absolutely
nothing to do with economics, of which I was perfectly ignorant. It did
have to do with foreign policy, where I was, on general principles, a
“realist” to the core, contemptuous of the Left’s bland assumption that
the class struggle was natural but that national or purely ideological con-
flicts were not. I was equally contemptuous of the Left’s predisposition
to see Communists as, in some sense, a wayward extremity of the Left,
ultimately redeemable by therapeutic strategies. (My Trotskyist back-
ground stood me in good stead here.) The Cold War seemed to me not
deplorable but inevitable. In contrast, the kind of liberal sentiments and
thinking that went into the formation of the United Nations struck me
as not at all inevitable and certainly deplorable. Even the so-called
“right-wing” Labourites, who were friendly to Encounter, felt they had to
be cautious in their anti-Communism, lest they appeared to be impugn-
ing their own socialist beliefs. For my own part, I found their socialist
beliefs—especially the blind commitment to egalitarian politics across
the board—ever more questionable. The prospect of the entire world
evolving into a cheerless global Sweden, smug and unhappy, had no
attraction for me.

Though we felt truly privileged passing these years in London, we had
every intention of returning to America when the first opportunity pre-
sented itself. The longer we lived in Britain, the more American we felt.
When our son, William, reached school age, we sent him to the French
Lycée; we did not want him to return an imitation Brit. And when our
daughter, Elizabeth, was born, we promptly registered her at the Ameri-
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can Embassy. I sensed that, though life in England could then be more
pleasant, in so many ways, than coping with the tensions of American
life, I also sensed that British politics and British culture were becoming
ever more provincial. The United States, it was easy to foresee, was going
to be the place where the action was, and—somewhat to my own sur-
prise—1I felt keenly that I wanted somehow to participate in that action.
We had good friends in London who, as American expatriates, made
very decent lives for themselves. But not for a moment did we have even
the most fleeting idea of emulating them. Oddly enough, the sphere of
action I had in mind for myself was domestic politics rather than foreign
affairs. I intuited, rather than knew, that after the Eisenhower interreg-
num we were living through, American politics was going to become a
lot more interesting.

The opportunity to return came as the result of an intervention in our
lives of an old friend, Paul Jacobs, then a staff writer for The Reporter. The
editor of that magazine—I think it was Theodore Draper—had just left
and the publisher and editor-in-chief, Max Ascoli, was seeking a replace-
ment. Paul, then more sympathetic to Encounter then he was later to be,
recommended me to Max, who was intrigued enough to bring me to
New York for an interview. I went with trepidation because editors of
The Reporter seemed to come and go, and Max was reputed to be a diffi-
cult man to work with. The meeting went well. I liked him. He was an
Italian antifascist émigré who had taught at the New School for Social
Research in New York before marrying Marian Rosenwald, a very
wealthy woman whose family had founded Sears, Roebuck. I was actually
familiar with some academic articles he had written, which pleased him.
He was also pleased by my European experience and my personal
acquaintance with Raymond Aron, Ignazio Silone (who coedited the
Italian counterpart to Encounter), and Isaiah Berlin. He made me a gener-
ous offer and, eager to return home, I accepted. However things worked
out, I reckoned, at least I would have some kind of head start in a career
in the States.

We arrived in New York at the very end of 1958, rented a large, old
apartment on Riverside Drive for $270 a month—Marian was shocked
to learn that rents were so high—and quickly settled in. It did not take
me long to learn that working with—in truth, under—Max Ascoli was
as difficult as the reports would have it. He was kind, generous, and
intelligent, but he was also egomaniacal, and sometimes tyrannical in
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behavior. He was also extremely snobbish. When I solicited and received
a book review by George Steiner, then a young writer on the London
Economist, Max was reluctant to publish it. But when he discovered that
Steiner was the son of a well-known international banker, his attitude
changed radically. We agreed that I was to be “reintroduced to America”
by focusing at first on “the back of the book”—book reviews, the arts,
cultural reportage—which seemed sensible enough. The trouble was
that he wanted to keep me there. The political articles were his domain,
over which he exercised a lordly sovereignty. Unfortunately, he was not
really a good editor—his command of the English language left much to
be desired—and in general he preferred second-rate contributors whose
copy he could regard as raw material. Even more unfortunately, he
regarded his long editorials, usually on the importance of NATO, as the
magazine’s centerpiece and very reason for being. Indeed, he bitterly
resented any article that caused too much comment because it distracted
attention from his editorials. He was always competing with his writers,
and the only way he could win was to prefer the second-rate to anything
better.

I first understood this clearly in the case of Daniel Patrick Moynihan. I
was introduced to Pat, who was then teaching at Syracuse, by Bob Bing-
ham, our managing editor, who had worked with Pat in the Democratic
reform movement in New York City. He thought Pat might be a possible
contributor, and so we had lunch. I was overwhelmed. Pat had enough
wonderful ideas for articles to fill up his own magazine. We finally agreed
that he would write a 4,000-word piece on automobile safety, an issue he
had worked on when he was an assistant to Governor Averell Harriman.
I had high hopes, but they fell far short of the reality when, a little more
than a week later, I received a 10,000-word article on automobile safety
that was an editor’s dream. I wanted to publish it in toto and feature it,
but Max wouldn’t have it. The article was cut to perhaps 6,000 words
and, when it attracted a lot of attention and won all sorts of prizes, Max
was not at all happy. He soon made it clear that while he was willing to
publish more Moynihan, it should not be too often and not at too great
length.

I don’t want to paint too bleak a picture. The Reporter was a better
magazine than my own frustrating experience would suggest. It just
wasn’t a magazine where I could play a significant editorial role. The staff

~was friendly and I liked them. My friendship with Pat Moynihan flour-
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ished, and there was also this young researcher, Meg Greenfield, in
whom I had an ally in trying to enliven the magazine. But after one year,
I felt trapped and decided to leave. Max was understanding and gracious,
gave me a generous severance payment, and once again I was without

employment.

I knew exactly what I wanted to do next—to write a book that would be
a critical examination of the evolution of the American democracy, a
kind of sequel to Tocqueville and Henry Adams. For three months I read
furiously, took a large bundle of notes, and then realized it was all an
exercise in futility. I was not a book writer. I did not have the patience
and I lacked the necessary intellectual rigor to bring my ideas into some
kind of consistent thesis. I learned a lot in those three months, and it
stood me in good stead in the years to follow. But I needed a job—and,
fortunately, soon found a congenial one. Through a mutual friend, I was
introduced to Arthur Rosenthal, publisher and editor-in-chief at Basic
Books, a small publishing house specializing in psychoanalytical weorks.
Arthur wanted to expand the list to include the social sciences, and that
was my mission, first on a part-time basis but in the course of the next
ten years as executive vice president of the firm.

Arthur was a wonderful man to work for, and never in those ten years
did we have a serious argument. I did what I was supposed to do and I
think I did it well. But it did not take me long to realize that though pub-
lishing was a business I could be passably good at, I lacked the kind of
patience, passion, and commitment that is the mark of an authentic edi-
tor-publisher. Arthur had it; I didn’t. I was exasperated by the fact that
once you had wed a good idea to its potential author, it took two years at
least for him to deliver a manuscript (often not the book you had had in
mind in the first place), another year to get it edited and published, and
then it might or might not sell for reasons which, so far as I could see,
had little to do with its intrinsic merit or lack thereof. The cure for such
exasperation was for me to do some writing on the side.

At that time, the Great Society was getting into full swing and I found
myself increasingly skeptical of the liberal ideas behind it and of the pro-
grams they spawned. I started to write occasional “op-ed” pieces for The
New Leader, making the arguments in support of my skepticism; but,
increasingly, I felt that something more was needed. Not surprisingly,
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that “something more” took shape in my mind as another magazine. The
only existing conservative journal, the National Review, was not to our
tastes—at that time insufficiently analytical and “intellectual,” too stri-
dently hostile to the course of American politics ever since 1932. I dis-
cussed these thoughts with my friend Dan Bell, then at Columbia, who
shared my skepticism though less from an ideological point of view than
from that of a scrupulous social scientist. We even went around to a few
wealthy individuals someone or other had put us in touch with, but they
were immune to our enthusiasm.

It was not until the beginning of 1965 that a potential. publisher
appeared on the scene. At a dinner at Sidney Hook’s, we found ourselves
in the company of Warren and Anita Manshel. We had known Warren
when, as a newly minted Ph.D. from Harvard, he had come to work in
Paris for the Congress for Cultural Freedom. There he had met and mar-
ried Anita, the daughter of a very successful Wall Street investor. He was
now himself on Wall Street, struggling with boredom because his heart
belonged to politics. I mentioned the magazine idea and he was interest-
ed. How much would it cost, he asked? I explained that, by my calcula-
tions, $10,000 could see us through the first year (i.e., four issues). The
editors—Dan Bell and myself—would work pro bono (as they have ever
since). He agreed to put up the money and became our publisher. Over
time, in the following years, he invested much larger sums in what
became The Public Interest, until such times as some foundations became
interested in us.

I edited the magazine, the first issue of which came out in the fall of
1965, out of my office at Basic Books, with my secretary constituting the
rest of the staff. For the first issues, I asked friends to contribute—
Daniel Bell (my coeditor), Pat Moynihan, Nathan Glazer, James Q. Wil-
son, and others who I had reason to think were upset by the frothy
ideological climate of the mid-1960s. One forgets just how frothy this
climate was. The centerpiece of the War on Poverty was the sociological
fantasy that if one gave political power to the poor, by sponsoring “com-
munity action,” they would then lift themselves out of poverty at the
expense of the rich and powerful. All of us at the core of The Public Inter-
est had grown up in lower-middle-class or working-class households—
unlike the academics who had authored the War on Poverty—and we
knew that becoming politically militant was no way for poor people to
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lift themselves out of poverty. This, it seemed to us, was just a sociologi-
cal echo of an older socialist idea that a “Great Society” could only come
about as a consequence of class struggle.

There were many other such fantasies floating about at that time. One
involved the threat and promise of “automation.” We were, it seems,
entering a “push-button” phase of human history, in which the economy
would mechanically (or electronically) produce abundance, but in which
no one would have steady work. What would all these people do? Thus
arose the problem of “leisure” and how tens of millions of people, with
time on their hands, could spend that time fruitfully. The Ford Founda-
tion ran many conferences on this problem, and some very big books on
“leisure” duly appeared. Lyndon Johnson even appointed a Commission
on Automation. Fortunately, Dan Bell and the M.I.T. economist Robert
Solow became members, and they shaped the final report to suggest that
things would never be as good or as bad as imagined. It was his experi-
ence on this Commission that persuaded Dan there was urgent need for
a journal like The Public Interest, and Bob Solow contributed a piece on
“automation” to our first issue.

I designed the magazine the way I had designed Encounter: by borrow-
ing from the format of existing or previous magazines and changing
things around a little. What was important was that, given our lack of
staff, it should be as “idiot proof” as possible. So the articles for the first
issue came in, the printer delivered as promised, and there we were,
with two thousand copies ready to be mailed to subscribers who had
answered our ads as well as to a list of people who ought to have been
interested. My secretary, Vivian Gornick, was an intelligent, pleasant
young woman who had done graduate work in English literature. She
had done the proofreading, dealt with the printer, and now she went
down to the post office with a small truckload of copies to be mailed.
But the post office refused to mail them—it turned out we had failed to
get some necessary permits. Vivian came back in despair, and I was
stumped. Then Vivian said that we should try again. It worked this time.
Vivian simply sat on the loading dock, burst into tears, and the kindly
older supervisor was so touched that he waived his objections. Shortly
thereafter, Vivian wrote her first article for The Village Voice which
launched her career as a feminist—an increasingly radical feminist—
writer.
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Though the founding of The Public Interest is generally seen in retrospect
as the origin of “neoconservatism” (a term that had not yet been invent-
ed), the core group around the magazine still regarded themselves as lib-
eral, if of a dissenting and revisionist bent. I was the most conservative of
the lot, my British experience having exposed me to intelligent, thought-
ful, and lively conservatives. But conservatism in the States at that
moment was represented by the Goldwater campaign against the New
Deal, with which none of us had any sympathy, and by National Review,
which we regarded as too right-wing. The spectrum of opinion within
our group was very narrow, with me slightly on the right, Dan Bell (ever
loyal to his right-wing social-democratic background) on the left, and
the rest somewhere in the middle. We considered ourselves to be realis-
tic meliorists, skeptical of government programs that ignored history
and experience in favor of then-fashionable left-wing ideas spawned by
the academy. This was the original idea of the magazine, but events soon
overtook us.

The major event of that period was the student rebellion and the rise
of the counterculture, with its messianic expectations and its apocalyptic
fears. It certainly took us by surprise, as it did just about everyone else.
Suddenly we discovered that we had been cultural conservatives all
along. This shock of recognition was to have profound consequences.
We were bourgeois types, all of us, but by habit and instinct rather than
reflection. Now, we had to decide what we were for, and why. Cool criti-
cism of the prevailing liberal-left orthodoxy was not enough at a time
when liberalism itself was crumbling before the resurgent Left. Nor
were we the only ones to experience this sea change. The editor of Com-
mentary, Norman Podhoretz, and most of the contributors to it, who had
been moving left until 1965, now became our allies. As the New Left
and the counterculture began to reshape liberalism—as can be seen by a
perusal of The New York Review of Books and even The New Yorker—and,
eventually, to reshape the Democratic party, disenchanted liberals began
to find themselves harboring all kinds of conservative instincts and ideas.
Something like a “movement” took shape, with The Public Interest at (or
near) the center. It never really was a movement, however, since no
organizational efforts were made or even thought of. It would more fair-
ly be described as a current of thought, represented by not more than a
few dozen people who were rather more articulate and familiar with
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ideological controversy than most conservatives at the time. The political
implications of this current of thought were gradually to reveal them-
selves under the pressure of events. One such key event was the nomina-
tion of Senator George McGovern as the Democratic candidate in 1972,
which in effect sent us—most of us, anyhow—a message that we were
now off the liberal spectrum and that the Democratic party no longer
had room for the likes of us. Though none of us was a Republican, and
few of us even knew any Republicans, our political landscape was in the
process of being transformed.

One important agent in this transformation was The Wall Street Jour-
nal, a newspaper that, at the time, few American intellectuals had ever
seen, much less read. But it turned out that a young conservative jour-
nalist in their Washington bureau, Robert Bartley, had been reading
The Public Interest and sensed that something of interest to conserva-
tives—a fresh wind, as it were—was happening. He rang me up for an
interview and in May of 1972 his article about The Public Interest, “Irv-
ing Kristol and Friends,” appeared. It was favorable almost (but not
quite) to the point of embarrassment, and suddenly we had national
exposure. A few years later, Bob was appointed editor of the editorial
and op-ed pages, and I became a frequent contributor to those pages.
More important, the editorials themselves began to reflect, in some
degree, the mode of thinking to be found in The Public Interest—analyt-
ical, skeptical, and implicitly ideological in a way we did not ourselves
at the time appreciate.

At that time, I had already left Basic Books to become a Luce profes-
sor at New York University. (The appointment was largely due to vigor-
ous lobbying by Sidney Hook.) I spent eighteen years as a professor
there, as Luce professor and then John M. Olin Professor, and enjoyed it
immensely—lots of free time, long vacations, and if one can avoid
entanglement with departmental or faculty politics (as I was able to do),
a generally easy life. I also found teaching to be a useful exercise, because
it forced me to seek more coherence in my thinking than I was accus-
tomed to. The title of “professor” was desirable too, because otherwise I
ran the danger of being labeled a “journalist.” But it will not come as a
surprise to NYU to learn that most of my energy and attention were
focused on the “real world,” of which academia these days is a creaking
and reluctant part.
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Washington, D.C., on the other hand, is very much in the real world, in
the sense that what it does matters a lot even though what it thinks can
often be extraterrestrial. At that time, when I had already marked my
fiftieth birthday, I had been to Washington only once in my life, and that
was a one-day visit while I was on home leave from Encounter. (The goal
was to persuade Walter Lippmann to contribute an article to the maga-
zine; he was friendly but unobliging.) I was still very much a New Yorker,
still as much a free-floating intellectual as a serious “policy wonk” in my
thinking. But Bill Baroody Sr., head of the American Enterprise Insti-
tute, a small conservative “think tank” in Washington, had been reading
The Public Interest and The Wall Street Journal and sensed that something
new and enlivening was occurring. He got in touch with me, offered me
an honorary title of “associate fellow” (or some such thing), and a con-
nection was established.

At that time, AEI was concerned solely with economics and a defense
of the “free enterprise systém.” But Bill himself had a much broader
range of interests, which included religion, political philosophy, and the
social sciences generally. The emergence of a new group of “neoconser-
vative” intellectuals—the term was invented, in a spirit of contempt for
“renegades,” by the socialist Michael Harrington—intrigued and excited
him. He calmly ignored the fact that not a single one of us was at that
time a Republican, a fact that caused much outrage among Goldwater
conservatives who were the main financial support for AEI. In the course
of the 1970s and 80s, Bill made a determined effort to recruit “neo-
conservatives” to AEI, and did in fact recruit, early on, Jeane Kirk-
patrick, Michael Novak, Ben Wattenberg, as well as many others as the
years proceeded. His task was facilitated by the appearance on the scene
of a rejuvenated Bradley Foundation and John M. Olin Foundation, now
staffed by younger men and women who had been exposed to, and influ-
enced by, “neoconservative” thinking. Among them special note has to
be made of Michael Joyce of Bradley, who turned out to be an accom-
plished neoconservative thinker in his own right.

This was all taking place during the Cold War—a war, it is often for-
gotten, that was not so cold for the United States, which lost over
100,000 soldiers killed in Korea and Vietnam. On the whole, though I
wrote critically of the liberal illusions embedded in the thinking of our
State Department and the foreign policy establishment—illusions about
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the nature of foreign affairs generally and of Communist intentions in
particular—it was writing done with my left hand, as it were. The illu-
sions were so simpleminded, and the whole controversy over foreign
policy so intellectually unchallenging. (The Public Interest dealt only with
domestic policy, as a consequence.) I had had an excellent education in
communism at City College and in my Trotskyist youth group, and I
knew that if you took Marxist-Leninist doctrine as seriously as the Soviet
leadership did, the broad outline of an appropriate American foreign
policy almost designed itself. To be a “hard-liner” vis-a-vis the Soviet
Union or another Communist regime meant that you were likely to be
right far more often than wrong. Only people who believed themselves
so clever as to be able to outwit those odds could come up with original
views on the Cold War. Unfortunately, our universities are well populat-
ed by such types. More unfortunately, some of them ended up micro-
managing American policy in Vietnam, with disastrous results.

My intellectual perplexities in the 1970s began to focus rather on
economics. Until that time I took it for granted that John Maynard
Keynes had discovered the secret of the “boom-and-bust” cycle that
seemed to characterize a market economy, and I assumed that astute fis-
cal management by the government could reconcile economic growth
and economic equilibrium. This assumption certainly seemed validated
by the postwar experience—until the 1970s, that is. Then we found
ourselves confronting simultaneous inflation and depression, and no
one seemed to be able to explain it, much less know what to do about
it. I decided with the greatest reluctance that “neoconservatism” could
not blandly leave the economy to the economists, and that I personally
had to become economically literate. So I took a sabbatical leave from
NYU in the academic year 1976—1977, and we moved to Washington,
where I became a visiting fellow at AEI while Bea formed a similar rela-
tionship with the Woodrow Wilson Center.

The timing was most fortuitous. The Ford Administration was wind-
ing down and, for the first time, I was able to see close-up the basic
political impotence of traditional conservatism, which lived off Demo-
cratic errors but had no governing philosophy of its own—at least none
that could strike a popular nerve among the electorate. There were
many fine people in the Ford Administration, and by election time they
were all defeatist, in the sense that they thought the Republican party
would be better off out of office than in it. Their party had reached the
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end of the road—the post-New Deal road—and was floundering in a
blind alley.

A fair number of these people came to AEI, as a kind of temporary
haven. The economists among them were useful for my purposes, since
they could help me understand the economic literature, old and new,
that I was assiduously studying. But the men I formed the closest ties
with were three newly unemployed lawyers—Robert Bork, Antonin
Scalia, and Laurence Silberman—who have remained close friends to
this day. AEI had no lunchroom at that time and so we “brown-bagged
it” every day, munching on our hamburgers or sandwiches while talking
about everything but law; for this would have excluded me from the con-
versation. Our main topics for discussion were religion (my permanent
favorite) and economics, about which none of us knew as much as we
would have liked. But it was clear to all of us that the Republican party
would have to become more than the party of a balanced budget if it was
to be invigorated. As it happens, there was an apostle of a new conserva-
tive economics right at hand, also spending a year at AEI. He was Jude
Wanniski, and something called “supply-side” economics was his theme.
He became a frequent member of our little luncheon group.

I had known Jude, then an editorial writer for The Wall Street Journdl,
for a couple of years previously, and had been largely responsible for his
getting the foundation grant that brought him to AEI to write his book
on supply-side economics. Jude had tried very hard to indoctrinate me
in the virtues of this new economics, with partial success: I was not cer-
tain of its economic merits but quickly saw its political possibilities. To
refocus Republican conservative thought on the economics of growth
rather than simply on the economics of stability seemed to me very
promising. Republican economics was then in truth a dismal science,
explaining to the populace, parent-like, why the good things in life that
they wanted were all too expensive. In the course of my new studies in
economics, I had become aware that this naysaying economics originated
with Ricardo and represented nothing less than a perversion of the opti-
mistic economics of Adam Smith, an economic idea of capitalism I
found far more congenial. It was Jude who introduced me to Jack Kemp,
a young congressman and a recent convert. It was Jack Kemp who,
almost single-handed, converted Ronald Reagan to supply-side econom-
ics. Ideas do have consequences, but in mysterious ways.

Economists, most of them Keynesian or neo-Keynesian, have given
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supply-side economics a bad name. That is because, with its emphasis on
microeconomic incentives and disincentives, supply-side economics calls
into question the entire structure of macroeconomic analysis and fore-
casting developed since World War II. Since something like half the
economists in the United States today are macroeconomists—in acade-
mia, industry, and government—they are understandably irked when
someone comes along to suggest that their intellectual efforts, some of
them technically brilliant, are largely in vain when it comes to “guiding”
the economy or making short-term forecasts. Such forecasts are right
only by accident; if it were otherwise, Wall Street would be an infallible
mechanism for making all investors rich. The essential goal of supply-
side economics is to keep increases in government spending below the
historical rate of growth of the economy, avoid needless government reg-
ulations, and keep tax rates low so as to encourage investment and sus-
tain growth. After that is done, particular circumstances will intervene in
unpredictable ways, but the preconditions for enduring, long-term
growth will exist.

Neo-Keynesian orthodoxy has persisted in claiming that supply-side
economics was tried and failed during the Reagan years, during which
the budget deficit ballooned alarmingly. This is a false accusation. To
begin with, the Democratic Congress, in a political frenzy, enacted much
larger tax cuts than President Reagan originally requested. Then, for the
rest of the decade the same Congress proceeded to make expenditures at
a rate far above the rate of growth of the economy, so that even as gov-
ernment’s revenues increased—as they did, despite the tax cuts—the
deficit increased more rapidly. The reason these facts are either ignored
or distorted is that liberal politicians, the liberal media, and a substantial
segment of professional economists do not want to encourage people to
think that the activities of government ought to be considerably more
limited than they now are.

There is nothing wrong with supply-side economics but there is often
something wrong with people attracted to it. These people are all too
likely to think that if you follow the correct economic prescriptions, the
polity will bloom with social and political health as well as greater eco-
nomic well-being. But there is a lot more necessary for a healthy society
and a healthy polity than solid economic growth—as we have discovered
in the post-World War II decades. Just as erroneous economic actions by
government can wreck a society and a polity, so erroneous moral and
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political beliefs can accomplish the same end, more indirectly but just as
effectively.

And here, I think, is where what we call “neoconservatism” has made
its major contribution in these past two decades. By enlarging the con-
servative vision to include moral philosophy, political philosophy, and
even religious thought, it helped make it more politically sensible as well
as politically appealing. Supply-side economics, in one version or anoth-
er, offered neoconservatism an economic approach that promised
steady economic growth—a sine qua non for the survival of a modern
democracy. Neoconservatism, for its part, has provided traditional con-
servatism with an intellectual dimension that goes beyond economics to
reflections on the roots of social and cultural stability. If the Republican
party today is less interested in the business community than in the pur-
suit of the happiness of ordinary folk, and if—as I think is the case—
this has made the party more acceptable and appealing to the average
American, then I believe the work of neoconservative intellectuals has
contributed much to this change.

In 1987, Bea and I made another major decision: to retire from our
professorships, at the City University of New York and New York Uni-
versity, respectively, and move—along with The Public Interest—to Wash-
ington, D.C., where I would become a senior fellow at AEI. We were,
and to a large extent remain, New Yorkers, but we found life in New
York not only disagreeable in the details of daily living but boring as well.
That our children and grandchildren were in D.C. was surely a large
consideration, but I do believe we would have made the move anyhow.
New York is the national center of the arts, the communications media,
and finance, but if you are keenly interested in public policy, as we had
gradually become, D.C. is the place to be—especially since public policy
these days has its own cultural and intellectual aspects.

There were two other reasons behind the move. First, most of our
New York friends in the academic and journalistic worlds had exited our
lives, through either retirement or death, and we had little contact with
the generation that replaced them. Second, we found ourselves more
and more isolated politically, as a result of our shift toward conservatism.
New York is a one-party town, where liberalism and the Democratic
party unite to establish a regnant orthodoxy. Conservatives are mainly
found in the financial community, and their outlook tends to be narrow.
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We found ourselves more and more uncomfortable at dinner parties,
where we were regarded as exotic curiosa. In Washington, there is no
shortage of conservatives and Republicans, and of necessity there is a
degree of comity between liberals and conservatives that is unknown to
New York. Perhaps this situation will change, but it is my perception that
while Washington is a pleasant place in which to live, New York has
become ever more unpleasant. And while New York intellectual and cul-
tural life becomes ever more parochial and sterile—witness what is hap-
pening to the New York Times, which used to be a national newspaper—
Washington inches along toward greater hospitality toward the life of the
mind. Or so it seems to me. So today we are “Washingtonians,” joining a
growing population of New York transplants.

- Even before moving to Washington, however, I did have one final idea
for a new magazine I would like to be involved in, one that was to be
located in Washington. As I have noted, The Public Interest dealt only with
domestic affairs. But as the Soviet regime showed signs of unraveling, it
became clear to me that some kind of post-Cold War foreign policy
would be needed. Such a policy would have to steer its own course
between Wilsonian internationalist utopianism and a “pragmatism” that
was little more than opportunism. In short, I foresaw a “neorealist” for-
eign policy journal that would complement the “neoconservatism” of
The Public Interest. The idea for such a magazine took shape in the course
of discussions with Owen Harries, an Australian political scientist, for-
mer Australian Ambassador to Unesco, now an American resident, and
one of the wisest analysts of foreign policy. He was willing to be the edi-
tor of The National Interest (as it was to be called), while I would be mere-
ly the publisher, watching over the budget. The first issue appeared in the
fall of 1985, and it is now, together with the long-established Foreign
Affairs, the leading journal in its field.

Washington is not only the political center of the nation, but the gov-
ernment center as well. This is both good and bad. To see close-up how
government operates in both domestic and foreign affairs—how it must
operate under the rule of law—is to appreciate how complex modern
government is and how difficult it is to bring about political change.
That’s good, since to listen to the TV news or read the newspapers is to
experience a radical simplification. What is bad is the natural tendency
to get too closely involved in the problems of government and lose sight
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of the larger issues of politics, issues concerning what kind of country we
want to be and what kind of lives we want to live in it.

In the past three decades, Washington has witnessed a surge of intel-
lectual vitality. This is largely the result of the formation and growth of
“think tanks”—conservative, liberal, and left-of-center. Washington’s
universities play only an ancillary role in this, since they are more teach-
ing universities than research centers. And, it has to be said, the tendency
among the think tanks is to focus on governmental activities, especially
those affecting the economy. Still, with every passing year this focus is of
necessity broadened to include such social issues as crime, illegitimacy,
family problems, education and other such matters that neoconservative
social scientists have been especially prominent in highlighting. There is
even a growing attention to cultural issues (e.g., the condition of the
humanities and the arts). AEI, under Christopher DeMuth, exemplifies
this wider focus. So it is far more possible than it used to be to lead a per-
fectly civilized life as well as an active life in Washington. And, of course,
it is still the most gracious and beautiful city in the nation, which is why
people hate to leave it. The recent modest decline in Washington’s popu-
lation is exclusively the result of middle-class black people moving to the
suburbs.

So here I am and here we are. I conclude this memoir on my seventy-
fifth birthday and a few days after our fifty-third wedding anniversary.
Looking back, I am astonished how intellectually twinned Bea and I have
been over the years—pursuing different subjects while thinking the
same thoughts and reaching the same conclusions. And not only Bea and
I but our children. An intellectual memoir like this necessarily short-
changes some of the most important and engrossing facts of life, such as
children. I have been fortunate to have children, Bill and Liz, who are
not only dear to me because they are my children, but who also happen
to be gifted, interesting, and—even more remarkable—intellectually
and politically congenial. And they, in turn, have managed to marry
spouses who are equally gifted, interesting, and congenial. Susan Schein-
berg Kiristol is a classicist by training and a magnificent mother to her
three children. And Liz, who still manages an occasional piece of
sparkling criticism while caring for her two very young children, is mar-
ried to Caleb Nelson, currently a law clerk for Clarence Thomas.
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If I am, as is sometimes said of me, a cheerful conservative, it is
because I have much to be cheerful about. So far at least, all of our fami-
ly is right here with us in Washington. Bea has just published her tenth
book and only a cataclysm of some kind will slow her down. I, on the
other hand, have definitely slowed down simply because writing com-
mentaries about current affairs interests me less. I am happy to leave
such work to my son Bill, who is in any case the better political scientist.
I find myself far more interested in the problems of American civiliza-
tion, or even Western civilization, than in American politics as conven-
tionally defined, and I am more intrigued by the problematical aspects of
modernity itself than in our current social issues. One of these problem-
atical aspects is the relation of our religious-moral traditions to the secu-
lar-rationalist culture that has been imposed upon them.

And where stands neoconservatism today? It is clear that what can
fairly be described as the neoconservative impulse (or, at most, the neo-
conservative persuasion) was a generational phenomenon, and has now
been pretty much absorbed into a larger, more comprehensive conser-
vatism. My son and daughter and son-in-law and daughter-in-law, along
with dozens of young “interns” who have worked at The Public Interest
over the past thirty years, are now all conservatives without adjectival
modification. They have, I should like to think, keener intellectual and
cultural interests than was once common among conservatives. There
are even “conservative intellectuals” today to whom the media pay atten-
tion, something that didn’t exist fifty years ago.

So I deem the neoconservative enterprise to have been a success, to
have brought elements that were needed to enliven American conser-
vatism and help reshape American politics. But my personal opinion is
hardly authoritative, and I am well aware that the unanticipated conse-
quences of ideas and acts are often very different from what was origi-
nally intended. That, I would say, is the basic conservative axiom, and it
applies to conservatives as well as liberals and radicals.

1995
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Welfare: The Best of Intentions,
the Worst of Results

In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville submitted an Essay on Pauperism to the
Royal Academic Society of Cherbourg. The Essay addressed itself to a
striking contemporary paradox: Why, in the most “opulent” (we would
say, more timidly, “affluent”) nation in the world—that is, England—
was there such an extraordinary problem of “pauperism” (what we
would now call “welfare”: poor people on poor relief)? In France and
Spain and Portugal, he pointed out, the people were all much poorer
than in England; and the average Spaniard was poor even in comparison
with the English pauper on poor relief. But in none of these poorer
countries was there a “pauper problem” of the kind that agitated English
society and English politics. How could one account for that “apparently
inexplicable” phenomenon?

“ENOUGH?”

Tocqueville’s answer was twofold. First, urbanization and industrializa-
tion made the poor more dependent on public charity for a minimum
level of subsistence. In an agrarian economy, it was only in rare periods
of famine that the poorest rural laborer could not get enough to eat—
“enough” meaning here simply a diet that would avert starvation. In
contrast, the poor in a modern city have no such normal, minimum
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guarantee; they are therefore in frequent need of public assistance, if
they are to keep body and soul together.

Second, in an “opulent” society, the idea of poverty itself undergoes a
continual redefinition. The poor experience not only the need for a
guaranteed minimum; they also suffer from what a modern sociologist
would call “relative deprivation.” Tocqueville puts the matter this way:

“Among civilized peoples, the lack of a multitude of things causes
poverty. . . . In a country where the majority is ill-clothed, ill-housed, ill-
fed, who thinks of giving clean clothes, healthy food, comfortable quar-
ters to the poor? The majority of the English, having all these things,
regard their absence as a frightful misfortune; society believes itself
bound to come to the aid of those who lack them. . .. In England, the
average standard of living a man can hope for in the course of his life is
higher than in any other country of the world. This greatly facilitates the
extension of pauperism in that kingdom.”*

But Tocqueville did not stop with this explanation—a persuasive and
not particularly controversial explanation—of why wealthy nations have
so many “paupers.” He went on to assert that public assistance and
“pauperdom” existed in a symbiotic relationship, and he predicted that
each would nourish the other, that both would inexorably grow. Behind
this remarkable prediction was a view of human nature. “There are,” he
wrote, “two incentives to work: the need to live and the desire to
improve the conditions of life. Experience has proven that the majority
of men can be sufficiently motivated to work only by the first of these
incentives. The second is only effective with a small minority. . . . A law
which gives all the poor a right to public aid, whatever the origin of their
poverty, weakens or destroys the first stimulant and leaves only the sec-
ond intact.”

At this point, we are bound to draw up short and take our leave of
Tocqueville. Such gloomy conclusions, derived from a less than benign
view of human nature, do not recommend themselves either to the twen-
tieth-century political imagination or to the American political tempera-
ment. We_do not like to think that our instincts of social compassion
might have dismal consequences—not accidentally but inexorably. We
simply cannot believe that the universe is so constituted. We much prefer,

*Tocqueville and Beaumont on Social Reform, edited by Seymour Drescher, Harper Torchbooks.
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if a choice has to be made, to have a good opinion of mankind and a poor
opinion of our socioeconomic system. We shall, for instance, be more
sympathetic, if not to the specific argument, then at least to the general
approach of Regulating the Poor: The Function of Public Welfare by Frances
Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, recently published by Pantheon.

MYSTERY

Professors Piven and Cloward, both leading “activists” in the Welfare
Rights Movement, have written a valuable book—Dbut, alas, a confusing
one. The confusion results from the two purposes they have in mind.

The first purpose, which they achieve in an excellent and even master-
ly way, is to answer the same question that perplexed Tocqueville: Why
has there been such a fantastic “welfare explosion” in the United States?
Specifically, why has there been such an extraordinary growth in our
welfare population dfter 1964—after, that is, unemployment began to
move down toward the unprecedented (in peacetime, anyway) low level
of 3.5 percent? Between 1964 and 1968, we had general prosperity of a
kind not known since World War I1.

This prosperity was not, of course, shared equally by rich and poor,
white and black; but all did demonstrably and substantially share in it.
Nevertheless, it was precisely during those years that the “welfare explo-
sion” took place.

I do not think it is sufficiently appreciated by the public at large just
how baffling this event was to our scholars and our policymakers in
Washington. For half a decade, our best minds puzzled over the statistics,
held innumerable conferences to discuss them, and got nowhere. The
only serious effort at explanation was made by Daniel Patrick Moynihan,
in his famous and brilliant memorandum on the Negro family, in 1965.
He called attention to the fact that most of the new welfare recipients
were in the Aid to Dependent Children category, that a growing propor-
tion of families in this category were black and fatherless, and that the
disorganization of the Negro family seemed to have gathered a sociologi-
cal momentum of its own—a momentum impervious to the effects of
improving economic circumstances. Why this was happening to the
Negro family, however, Mr. Moynihan could not convincingly explain.
This permitted a great many liberal-minded scholars to spend all of their
energies attacking him rather than the problem.
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But, eventually, any social phenomenon yields up its mystery. Or, to
put it another way: Eventually, all social observers, no matter how
blurred their vision may be by tacit ideological presuppositions, come to
see the obvious. We now know what caused the “welfare explosion.” I
would also say—though this topic is still exceedingly controversial—that
we are coming to realize what has been causing the disorganization of the
Negro family.

All the facts are lucidly and authoritatively presented by Professors
Piven and Cloward. Unfortunately, they have felt compelled to wrap
their findings in a thin, transparently false general theory of welfare in a
capitalist society.

This general theory is so simpleminded, so crude in a quasi-Marxist
way, that one is embarrassed to summarize it. I will therefore let the
authors state it for themselves:

- . . Relief arrangements [under capitalism] are not shaped by the impulse to
charity . . . [they are] created and sustained to help deal with the malfunc-
tions inherent in market economies.

Relief arrangements are usually initiated or expanded in response to the
political disorders that sometimes follow from the sharp economic down-
turns or dislocations that periodically beset market systems. The purpose of
relief-giving at such times is not to ease hunger and want but to deal with
civil disorder among the unemployed. Once stability is restored, however,
the relief system is not ordinarily eliminated. Instead, it is reorganized to
buttress the normal incentives of the labor market. This is done in two ways.
The main way is by cutting the “able-bodied” off the rolls, whether or not
there are jobs, and whether or not the wages offered are sufficient for sur-
vival. Second, some of those who cannot work or who are not needed in the
labor market are allowed to continue on the relief rolls, but they are treated
so barbarously as to make of them a class of pariahs whose degradation
breeds a fear and loathing of pauperism among the laboring classes.

Now, the objections to this theory—on historical, sociological, and
economic grounds—are too numerous to mention. But one objection
ought to be definitive: It does not explain what Piven—Cloward else-
where in the book explain so well—that is, the “welfare explosion” of
the 1960s. True, this “welfare explosion” coincided with rioting in the
black slums. But according to the general theory, the poor in the black
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slums should not have been rioting at all, since the economy was boom-
ing and black unemployment was at an all-time low; and if they did riot,
it should have been because they were being pushed off welfare into low-
paying jobs. In fact, they were rioting while they were going on welfare in
ever-increasing numbers—and while welfare payments were being
increased, not while they were being cut back.

The true explanation of the “welfare explosion” is available to any
reader of Regulating the Poor who will ignore the authors’ general theory.
(This is easily done: Once they have stated the theory, they happily forget
all about it when discussing the 1960s.) This “explosion” was created—
in part intentionally, in larger part unwittingly—by public officials and
public employees who were executing public policies as part of a “War
on Poverty.” And these policies had been advocated and enacted by many
of the same people who were subsequently so bewildered by the “welfare
explosion.” Not surprisingly it took them awhile to realize that the prob-
lem they were trying to solve was the problem they were creating.

Here, as related in Piven—Cloward’s book, are the reasons behind the
“welfare explosion” of the 1960s:

1. The number of poor people who are eligible for welfare will
increase as one elevates the official definitions of “poverty” and “need.”
The War on Poverty elevated these official definitions; therefore, an
increase in the number of “eligibles” automatically followed.

2. The number of eligible poor who actually apply for welfare will
increase as welfare benefits go up—as they did throughout the 1960s.
When welfare payments (and associated benefits, such as Medicaid and
food stamps) compete with low wages, many poor people will rationally
prefer welfare. In New York City today, as in many other large cities, wel-
fare benefits not only compete with low wages; they outstrip them.

3. The reluctance of people actually eligible for welfare to apply for
it—a reluctance based on pride or ignorance or fear—will diminish if an
organized campaign is instituted to “sign them up.” Such a campaign was
successfully launched in the 1960s by (a) various community organiza-
tions sponsored and financed by the Office of Economic Opportunity, (b)
the Welfare Rights Movement, and (c) the social work profession, which
was now populated by college graduates who thought it their moral duty
to help people get on welfare—instead of, as used to be the case, helping
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them get off welfare. In addition, the courts cooperated by striking down
various legal obstacles (for example, residence requirements).

In summary, one can say that the “welfare explosion” was the work,
not of “capitalism” or of any other “ism,” but of men and women like
Miss Piven and Mr. Cloward—in the Welfare Rights Movement, the
social work profession, the office of Economic Opportunity, and so on.
It would be nice to think that the “general theory” in Regulating the Poor
was devised mainly out of an excess of modesty.

CONNECTION

It should be emphasized that Piven—Cloward think the “welfare explo-
sion” is a good thing. They believe more people should be on welfare
and that these people should get far more generous benefits than now
prevail. One would expect, therefore, that this book would have a tri-
umphant tone to it. Yet it does not. Indeed, it ends rather abruptly, in a
minor key.

The reason, one suspects, is that even Piven—Cloward must be less
than certain about what they have accomplished. Somehow, the fact that
more poor people are on welfare, receiving more generous payments,
does not seem to have made this country a nicer place to live in—not
even for the poor on welfare, whose condition seems not noticeably bet-
ter than when they were poor and off welfare. Something appears to
have gone wrong: A liberal and compassionate social policy has bred all
sorts of unanticipated and perverse consequences.

One such perverse consequence, and surely the most important, is
the disorganization and demoralization of the Negro family. It used to
be thought that a generous welfare program, liberally administered,
would help poor families stick together. We now find that as many poor
black families are breaking up gfter they get on welfare as before they got
on; and that, in general, the prospect of welfare does nothing to hold a
poor family together. Mr. Moynihan was percipient in emphasizing,
back in 1965, that there was a connection between family disorganiza-
tion and the influx of poor black female-headed families to welfare.
What we can now see is that the existence of a liberal welfare program
might itself have been responsible, to a significant extent, for this family
disorganization.
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UNMANNED

One must emphasize here that the question of race or ethnicity is of sec-
ondary importance. It is true that the Negro family has experienced his-
torical vicissitudes that make it a relatively vulnerable institution. But it is
also probable—I would go so far as to say certain—that if the Irish
immigrants in nineteenth-century America had had something compara-
ble to our present welfare system, there would have been a “welfare
explosion” then, and a sharp increase in Irish family disorganization, too.
The family is, in our society, a vital economic institution. Welfare robs it
of its economic function. Above all, welfare robs the head of the house-
hold of his economic function, and tends to make of him a “superfluous
man.” Welfare, it must be remembered, competes with his (usually low)
earning ability; and the more generous the welfare program, the worse
he makes out in this competition.

Is it surprising, then, that—unmanned and demoralized—he removes
himself from family responsibilities that no longer rest on his shoulders?
That he drifts out of his home—or is even pushed out of his home—
into the male street corner society of the slum? One wonders how many
white middle-class families would survive if mother and children were
guaranteed the father’s income (or more) without the father’s presence?
And how many white middle-class fathers would, under these circum-
stances, persist at their not-always-interesting jobs?

To raise such questions is to point to the fundamental problems of our
welfare system, a vicious circle in which the best of intentions merge into
the worst of results. It is not easy to imagine just how we might break
out of this vicious circle. One might suggest, however, that we begin by
going back and reading Tocqueville more respectfully. We may not find
the truth in him; but the exercise may help liberate us from our own
twentieth-century illusions.

1971
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The Tragedy of “Multiculturalism”

It is difficult, and even dangerous, to talk candidly about “multicultural-
ism” these days. Such candor is bound to provoke accusations of “insen-
sitivity” at least, “racism” at worst.

Even some of the sharpest criticisms of multiculturalism are content
to limit themselves to demonstrating how “illiberal” it is, how it violates
traditional ideas about the substance of liberal education, and how it
represents a deplorable deviation in the way our young Americans, so
heterogeneous in their origins, are to be educated to live together. This
criticism is certainly valid and welcome. But it also implicitly concedes
too much by going along with the assumption that there really is such a
thing as multiculturalism—i.e., a sincere if overzealous effort by well-
meaning educators to broaden the horizons of the conventional curricu-
lum. Such educators doubtless exist, but their efforts end up being the
victims of a far more aggressive mode of multiculturalism.

Though the educational establishment would rather die than admit it,
multiculturalism is a desperate—and surely self-defeating—strategy for
coping with the educational deficiencies, and associated social patholo-
gies, of young blacks. Did these black students and their problems not
exist, we would hear little of multiculturalism. There is no evidence that
a substantial number of Hispanic parents would like their children to
know more about Simon Bolivar and less about George Washington, or
that Oriental parents feel that their children are being educationally
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deprived because their textbooks teach them more about ancient Greece
than about ancient China.

AFTER-SCHOOL INSTRUCTION

To the degree that there is any such sentiment in these minority groups,
it can be coped with in the traditional way—by a few hours a week of
after-school instruction for their children, privately arranged. (At the
college level, of course, instruction in the relevant languages, literature,
and history has always been available.) But most adult Hispanics and
Orientals do not have any such concern. They are fully preoccupied with
the process of “Americanization.” The “roots” these groups seek are
right here in the U.S., not among the Aztecs or in the Ming dynasty.

Most Hispanics are behaving very much like the Italians of yesteryear;
most Orientals, like the Jews of yesteryear. Because of differences in cul-
tural background, their integration into American society proceeds at
different rates—but it does proceed. The process is not without pain
and turmoil, but it works. Ironically, and sadly, it has not worked so well
for American blacks, among the earliest arrivals. Hence, out of despera-
tion, the turn to multiculturalism.

Multiculturalism comes in varying kinds and varying degrees of inten-
sity. A child may come home from elementary school knowing more
about Harriet Tubman than about Abraham Lincoln. This can be discon-
certing to white parents and baffling to Hispanics or Orientals, but pre-
sumably they can shrug it off as a transient phenomenon. The question
is: Do such trivial pursuits of worthy but relatively obscure racial ances-
tors really help black students? There is no evidence that it does. In the-
ory, it is supposed to elevate their sense of “self-esteem,” as individuals
and as blacks. But genuine self-esteem comes from real-life experiences,
not from the flattering attention of textbooks.

In fact, as is well known by now, the problems of young blacks do not
arise in our schools, nor are they remediable there. They are the product
of their homes and environments—a terrible social problem, not an edu-
cational problem. But this does not prevent our overly ambitious educa-
tional establishment from engaging in a pretense of offering “solutions.”
In addition to promoting self-esteem among young blacks—our white
students already have a wildly inflated notion of their academic capabili-
ties, as researchers have demonstrated—it seeks to promote appropriate
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“role models” in the school. “Role models” and “self-esteem” are now
crucial terms in the psychobabble of the educational world.

Actually, hiring more black male teachers is a good idea. But it has
nothing to do with the provision of role models. Just as fathers in the
home are very important as a source of moral authority, so black male
teachers can be a useful source of authority in the school—especially
when the home has no father. They can help make a school a more
orderly and decent place. But just as fathers play their part without a
thought of being role models, so do black male teachers play an equiva-
lent part.

Role models are largely a sociological fantasy. We all, when young,
have known (or have known of) adults whom we respected and
admired—until, with time, their images fade as our interests shift. Very
few of us have gone through life gazing at role models we have known.
And, unfortunately, there is as yet little evidence that black teachers
have a significant, differential effect on the academic achievements of
black students.

It is in its most intense and extreme form, however, that multicultural-
ism is on its way to being a major educational, social, and eventually politi-
cal problem. This version is propagated on our college campuses by a
coalition of nationalist-racist blacks, radical feminists, “gays” and lesbians,
and a handful of aspiring demagogues who claim to represent various eth-
nic minorities. In this coalition, it is the blacks who provide the hard core
of energy, because it is they who can intimidate the faculty and the admin-
istration, fearful of being branded “racist.” This coalition’s multicultural-
ism is an ideology whose educational program is subordinated to a political
program that is, above all, anti-American and anti-Western.

It is no exaggeration to say that these campus radicals (professors as
well as students), having given up on the “class struggle”—the American
workers all being conscientious objectors—have now moved to an agenda
of ethnic-racial conflict. The agenda, in its educational dimension, has as
its explicit purpose to induce in the minds and sensibilities of minority
students a “Third World consciousness”—that is the very phrase they
use. In practice, this means an effort to persuade minority students to be
contemptuous of and hostile to America and Western civilization as a
whole, interpreted as an age-old system of oppression, colonialism, and
exploitation. What these radicals blandly call multiculturalism is as much
a “war against the West” as Nazism and Stalinism ever were.
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Under the guise of multiculturalism, their ideas—whose radical sub-
stance often goes beyond the bounds of the political into sheer fantasy—
are infiltrating our educational system at all levels. Just as bad money
drives out good, so the most intense versions of an ideology tend to color
and shape the less intense.

CONCESSION AFTER CONCESSION

It is now becoming ever more common within the American educational
system for increasing numbers of young blacks to learn that what we call
“Western civilization” was invented by black Egyptians and feloniously
appropriated by the Greeks, or that black Africa was a peaceful, techno-
logically advanced continent before the white Europeans devastated it.
Such instruction can only inflame an already common belief among
blacks that “white America” and its government are deliberately foster-
ing drug addiction and diabolically tolerating the AIDS virus in the black
community. Multiculturalism, as its most ardent proponents well under-
stand, is a technique for “consciousness raising” by deliberately stroking
this kind of paranoia.

One does not wish to be apocalyptic—though thoughtful and honest
teachers may be forgiven for thinking their world is coming to an end.
Most of those who tolerate or even advocate multiculturalism in our
schools and colleges have educational, not ideological, intentions. But
the force is with the extremists, who ride roughshod over the opposition
by intimidating it with accusations of “racism.” So the opposition timid-
ly makes concession after concession, while seeking shelter in anonymity.

Recently, a journalist telephoned five leading professors of Egyptology,
asking them what they thought about the claim of a black Egyptian
provenance for Western civilization. They all said it is nonsense. At the
same time, they all withheld permission for their names to be attached
to this risky, “politically incorrect” position.

There is no doubt that today, multiculturalism is beclouding and dis-
orienting the minds of tens of thousands of our students—mainly black
students. It is not an educational reform. It is an educational—and an
American—tragedy.
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Reflections on Love and Family

The Washington Post struck a new note in American journalism on Dec.
27. Its lead front-page story, reporting President Bush’s appointment of
Barbara Franklin as Secretary of Commerce, ended its opening sentence
with the observation that he was “adding a third woman to his male-
dominated Cabinet as he begins his reelection campaign.”

A male-dominated Cabinet? I have had many thoughts about Presi-
dent Bush’s cabinet, not all of them complimentary, but I confess to not
having noticed that it is “male-dominated.” Even now that this fact has
been called to my attention, I don’t know quite what to make of it. Does
the current composition of the cabinet mean that it is “biased” in favor
of males and against females? Are we all supposed to share the radical
feminist view that the relation between the sexes can be reduced to a
struggle for power, whose goal, in the case of men, is domination, while
for women it is “equal representation” via “affirmative action”?

THIRD WOMAN

In any case, Ms. Franklin is now the third woman in the Cabinet. Quick:
Name the other two! Well, never mind, it’s the numbers that count, not
the mere human identities. At least that is what the White House seems
to have been intimidated into thinking. For, as the Post also noted, the
appointment is surely linked to President Bush’s reelection campaign.

54



REFLECTIONS ON LOVE AND FAMILY 55

Incredibly enough, there are highly paid professional politicos in the
White House who do think along such “affirmative action” lines, and
who believe that adding a woman to the Cabinet will attract female
votes, that appointing a black will attract black voters, that a Hispanic
appointee will attract Hispanic voters, and so on down the line.

The media myth of “multiculturalism” has so overpowered their
political imagination that they are oblivious to both experience and com-
mon sense. Experience tells us that the media will broadcast its own
interpretation of such appointments, to the effect that conservative
women do not really represent their sex, any more than conservative
blacks or Hispanics really represent their respective racial and ethnic
groups. And common sense informs us that the overwhelming majority
of Americans are much too busy with their own lives to pay attention to
the sexual, racial, or ethnic identity of cabinet appointees, most of whom
will soon lapse into invisibility. Where are the Cavazoses of yesteryear?
He was, you will surely not recall, President Reagan’s Secretary of Edu-
cation.

Though I clearly have no sympathy with the militant (by now conven-
tional) feminist notion that relations between the sexes are, above all,
power relations, there are aspects of contemporary feminism that do
evoke a sympathetic response in me. I do believe that it is a good idea for
men to learn, once again, how to be gentlemen and to treat women as
ladies—with courtesy and sensitivity. I think men should behave this way
even to feminists who are appalled at the thought of being considered
ladies.

In that same issue of the Post, Nat Hentoff has a most interesting col-
umn that touches on this issue. It seems that, in a classroom at the
Schuylkill campus of Pennsylvania State University, there hangs a large
reproduction of Goya’s “Naked Maja,” a beautiful nude woman lying on
a couch. An English professor, Nancy Stumhofer, has had the painting
removed because, she says, she felt embarrassed and uncomfortable
teaching with that painting behind her. Actually, the painting was simply
moved to the TV-reading room of the student center, where it will pre-
sumably help students concentrate on their studies.

It seems to me that Professor Stumhofer’s feelings were perfectly
understandable and her reaction—removing the painting—perfectly
justifiable. But various members of the faculty and a number of students
attacked the removal as a species of “censorship.” Mr. Hentoff himself,
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who is a fanatic on the First Amendment, feels that any discomfort to
female students caused by the painting, and any erotic fantasies provoked
among the males, “might have been an opportunity for the professor . . .
to get a class discussion going as to why a painting of a nude woman led
certain members of the class to behave that way.” Can it really be that he
doesn’t know?

The interesting question is how on earth that painting got there in the
first place. Apparently it was placed in the classroom 10 years ago, as
part of a ripple on the tide of “sexual liberation.” This impulse toward
regarding sex as something “perfectly natural” and nonproblematic had
its origins in certain superficial dogmas about human nature sanctioned
by pop psychology.

“Sexual liberation,” as it emerged in the 1950s, has turned out to
be—as it was destined to be—a male scam. Easy, available sex is pleasing
to men and debasing to women, who are used and abused in the process.
Nevertheless, the agenda of a candid, casual attitude toward sex was vig-
orously sponsored by feminists who mistakenly perceived it as a step
toward “equality.” Even today there are some laggard feminists who are
firmly persuaded that mixed dormitories and mixed bathrooms on a
university campus represent such a step. But true equality between men
and women can only be achieved by a moral code that offers women
some protection against male predators—and all men are, to one degree
or another, natural predators when it comes to sex.

It is not surprising, therefore, that we are witnessing today a new fem-
inism that is a reaction to “sexual liberation.” One of the forms it takes
is the lesbian movement, now so extraordinarily popular on some college
campuses. Another such form is a hostility toward pornography as well
as a keen sensitivity to a phenomenon known as “date rape.” This reac-
tion, like all such reactions against an extremist social absurdity, has its
own ugly features and is capable of distorting and destroying lives. But,
then, so did the “sexual liberation” against which it is in rebellion.

Having survived several decades of ridicule and scorn by the same
people who brought us “sexual liberation,” the nuclear family is now
once again respectable, even popular. Unfortunately, this popularity is
promoted by those same (or similar) pop psychologists and their Holly-
wood screenwriters who haven’t the foggiest idea of what real family life
is about but are determined to counsel us as to its virtues. Inevitably,
their counsel is specious and has a particular political spin.
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The new pop gospel for the family is all about “love.” Parents are sup-
posed to go around telling their children, “I love you,” and children are
supposed to respond in kind. The other night, I saw on a television sit-
com a 10-year-old boy come down for breakfast and kiss his mother and
father before sitting down to eat. Surely not even in Hollywood do 10-
year-old boys behave that way. Had I ever tried it, my mother promptly
would have taken my temperature.

Families are not about “love,” but about sensed affection plus, above
all, absolute commitment. Children do not yearn for “love,” they desire
and need the security that comes from such an absolute commitment,
spiced with occasional demonstrations of affection. That is why children
are so incredibly loyal to parents and grandparents who, by Hollywood
standards, may seem to be unloving. My grandfather’s household was
Orthodox Jewish, and he showed affection for us by sometimes putting a
hand on our shoulder and smiling, while saying absolutely nothing. His
children and grandchildren were in awe of him and thought him to be
the finest man in the world. The commitment on both sides was uncon-
ditional. Was that an “unhealthy family?”

SENSE OF PIETY

Why this sentimental emphasis on “love” in the household? My guess is
that our popular culture, having spent years disassembling the family as a
sociological institution, is now trying to reconstitute it as a purely volun-
tary association based on personal feelings. But the family in real life is
based on impersonal feelings. We do not honor our father and mother
because of the kinds of persons they are, but because they are our father
and mother. We do not recognize their authority because they, in any
sense, “deserve” it. We do so—and we are pleased to do so—out of a
natural sense of piety toward the authors of our being.

But natural authority and natural piety are anathema to our culture,
both popular and “highbrow.” To take them seriously is inherently “tra-
ditional,” and this could lead to—well, a conservative predisposition,
God forbid. That is why our culture today is trying so desperately to re-
create the family as a lifelong love affair. Alas, lifelong love affairs are even
rarer than lifelong marriages.
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Men, Women, and Sex

When one’s ideological certitudes give birth to a world that is different
from what one anticipated, this is normal and consistent with the natural
order of things. For the world is always recalcitrant about our certitudes,
and our ability to shape the future is never as powerful as we think. Even
Madison and Jefferson, at the very end of their lives, had cause to worry
whether the nation they had helped create four decades earlier had not
wandered from its original destiny. But the Americans of the 1830s had
few such doubts. The American republic was a popular success, even if it
wasn’t quite the republic Jefferson and Madison had dreamed of. If an
ideology is robust and realistic enough, the eventual imperfections in its
realization are no cause for disillusionment.

But what happens when one’s ideological certitudes give birth to a
world that is the opposite of what was anticipated? That is what happened
to 20th-century communism, with results we are now familiar with. And
that is what is happening to our liberal certitudes about sex—about the
proper relations between the sexes, and the role of sex in a civilized
community.

A CONTRARY REALITY

Who would have thought, back in 1950, that we would today be handing

out condoms to high school students in a desperate (and surely doomed)
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attempt to stem the astounding increase in teenage pregnancies? Is that
what “sex education” has come to? Who would have thought we would
be witnessing an alarming increase in venereal disease (including a fatal
venereal disease, AIDS)? Who anticipated an incredible upsurge in male
homosexuality and lesbianism? Who could have imagined that our sexu-
ally liberated popular culture would be featuring movies of sexual aggres-
sion, with men engaged in serial murders of women and women killing
men to protest sexual oppression? This is entertainment?

If one goes back and reads the “progressive” literature on sex from
1900 on, none of this was anticipated and all of it would have been
regarded as impossible. Moving closer to our own time, if one goes back
and consults the extensive literature on “sexual liberation” that emerged
in the 1950s and 1960s, one can say flatly that this set of ideological cer-
titudes has produced an absolutely contrary reality. “Repressions” and
“taboos” are gone, and free sex seems to be generating anxiety and anger
and misery without end. A century of liberal social thought about men,
women, and sex lies in ruins about us.

One can understand and even sympathize with the fervor of this “pro-
gressive” movement when it is seen against the background of Victorian
repressiveness of sexuality, and especially of women’s sexuality. But if one
limits oneself to this perspective, one fails to understand that Victorian
morality, which actually antedated Victoria’s inauguration by several
decades, was in its own way a phenomenon of “women’s liberation”—
which is why Victorian women were so much more insistent on this
morality than were the men. There were rebels, of course—modern
feminism was born in the Victorian era. But this feminism was focused
on a demand for equality of legal and political rights. When it came to
sex, most Victorian feminists—always a minority—were just as “prud-
ish” as their nonfeminist sisters.

Victorian women were close enough to the pre-Victorian age to see, as
we cannot, the clear benefits the Victorian ethos bestowed on women
generally. True, this ethos idealized women in an absurdly unrealistic
way—put them, in theory at least, on a pedestal. And living on a
pedestal is the kind of life sentence that real women can find intolerable.
On the other hand, it has its advantages over living in the gutter, which is
where most women struggled to survive prior to the Victorian elevation.

From the plays of Shakespeare to the novels of Fielding, the distinc-
tion between a tiny minority of aristocratic “ladies” and a vast majority
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