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“To save one life is to save the world entire.”
 — The Talmud

This High Holiday season, as we seek spiritual and physical renewal for ourselves and our loved 
ones, let us also remember those in Israel who nurture and renew life every day.

Whether it’s treating civilians wounded in terror attacks or responding to any number of at-home 
medical emergencies, no organization in Israel saves more lives than Magen David Adom.

No gift will help Israel more this coming year. 

Support Magen David Adom by 
donating today at afmda.org/support 
or call 866.632.2763. 
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 DEMOCRATS AND liberals are genuinely and 
honestly terrified about the “threats to democ-
racy” that have emerged in Trump’s wake, from 

insurrections at the Capitol to extremist right-wing ef-
forts to take over the offices that supervise the counting 
of votes. But given their alarm over this country’s future, 
they are curiously silent about significant threats to 
American republicanism—threats that emerged in the 
Obama years and have come roaring back with a ven-
geance in the Biden years.

I don’t mean “threats to the Republican Party,” but 
rather threats to the good working order of the American 
institutions and systems that have made this country the 
greatest political experiment in human history.

Adam J. White takes up the issue of liberal efforts 
to delegitimize the Supreme Court, and by extension, 
the judicial branch, in our cover story this month, and 
I commend his brilliant and thorough piece to you. But 
what of the executive branch’s attack on the powers of the 
legislative branch? And what of the legislative branch’s 
acquiescence in the undermining of its constitutional 
power and authority?

The most blatant example in American history of 
this attack and this acquiescence came in August, when 
President Biden announced he was using an executive 
order to retire student-loan debt for as many as 60 million 
Americans at a cost estimated to be between $500 billion 
and $1 trillion.

This is money Congress neither appropriated nor 
authorized, and according to our Constitution, any and all 
such power resides in the Congress. Biden declared he had 
the authority to do so under legislation written in 2003 to 
help enlistees in the military cope with student debt. He 
combined this preposterous effort to balloon legislative 
writ with the claim that this also fell under the “national 
emergency” powers granted to him by…Covid.

The president is not supposed to be able to take his 
staff, strike a stone, and have $500 billion bubble up 
from it. His job is to administer the funds Congress has 

provided the government. In any case, a simple sense of 
proportion should have stayed his hand here. But the un-
imaginable sums that have flowed out of government cof-
fers since 2020—something like $6 trillion in new spend-
ing—have somehow made the idea of spending hundreds 
of billions seem…modest. Or something.

The “executive action in place of legislation” gambit 
has been accelerating over the past decade. In his frustra-
tion with congressional Republicans who refused to allow 
his agenda to advance, Barack Obama simply decided to 
ignore the Constitution’s clear design—the design that di-
rects the president to administer the laws Congress passes 
and to spend the money Congress authorizes to carry out 
those laws. Though he had said, on 22 occasions, that he 
did not have the power as president to provide legal status 
to illegal immigrants, and though legislation to that effect 
had failed in Congress after Democrats were crushed in 
the 2014 midterms, he did exactly that through a series of 
executive orders. (They were immediately stayed by a court 
and finally, after multiple proceedings, ruled unconstitu-
tional in 2022.)

Democrats in Congress have said and done absolutely 
nothing to object to this usurpation of their authority. That 
is because they do not care about their authority. They have 
ends, and they want those ends met, and if they can be met 
by executive action rather than legislation they cannot get 
through the system, then that’s fine with them.

It should not be fine with anyone. This shameless ex-
ample of “The ends justify the means” thinking is extraordi-
narily destructive to our system of government because “the 
means” are exactly what our government is. Its purpose 
isn’t to spend money. Its purpose is to preserve, protect, and 
defend the liberties provided to us by God and enshrined 
in the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights.

It is true to say those liberties would be under threat 
from an organized assault on our voting system. It is even 
more true to say that those liberties are under threat 
right now from an unprecedented assault on our consti-
tutional system.q

Biden’s War on Democracy

EDITOR’S COMMENTARY

JOHN PODHORETZ
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To the Editor:

THE POLITICIZATION of food, 
as detailed by Noah Rothman, 

is lunacy (“You Are What You Don’t 
Eat,” July/August). In reading about 
the Mexican-cuisine food truck, I 
thought: Do Mexicans, or any other 
people, have some copyright on 
their cuisine? Where is this idea 
laid down in any law or treaty? 

Woke critics presume to speak 
for Mexicans, while most actual 
Mexicans make no such complaints. 
They are not harmed by “appro-
priation.” Indeed, if anything, they 
benefit because more Americans 
get to savor the delights of Mexican 
food, so the cultural standing of 
Mexico and Mexicans in America is 
enhanced. All over the world, and 

through history, people have been 
appropriating one another’s cui-
sines to mutual benefit. 

 Peter Samuel
Frederick, Maryland

1

To the Editor:

NOAH ROTHMAN’S essay on 
food was fantastic. I’ve had 

countless conversations about the 
power dynamics behind the puri-
tanical behavior Rothman writes 
about. There is no power as in-
toxicating as that derived from 
scolding someone in the name of a  
perceived moral truth. Bloviating 
to a captive dinner audience about 
the sins of their class offers plea-

sures similar to aggressively en-
forcing mask policy on the uniniti-
ated. “Not only are you ignorant, 
but I am enlightened. Do as I say, 
and you, too, can live in the light, 
though not before your public pen-
ance and retreat into perpetual 
deference.”

Such scolding speaks to the foun-
dational difference between “small 
l” liberals and progressives. Liberals 
want to protect the fairness inher-
ent in a free society; progressives 
want to enforce rules leading to 
“equity.”

 Peter Schwartz
San Francisco

1

Political 
Eats

4 October 2022
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Noah Rothman writes:

T HANK YOU, Peter Samuel. A 
point I made repeatedly in The 

Rise of the New Puritans: Fighting 
Back Against Progressives’ War on 
Fun is one you noted above. Often, 
the puritanically inclined progres-
sive social reformer defers to a 
complex academic theory of how 
cultural stimuli affect society over 
the observable and tangible effects 
of those stimuli.

Cop shows that helped solve 
cold cases must meet the axe, for 
example, because they have the 
theoretical potential to license bad 
behavior among police officers. As 
Mr. Samuel notes, the blending of 
cultural traditions exposes more 
people to those traditions, broad-
ening everyone’s horizons in the 
process. But this objective good 
must apparently be sacrificed in 
deference to a hypothetical ill.

I appreciate Peter Schwartz’s com- 
ments as well. There is self-satisfac-
tion to be found in the ghastly con-
tortions to which the puritanical 
progressive submits himself. Self-
discipline is a practical trait, which 
is why this segment was excerpted 
from my chapter on prudence. It is 
in the imposition of this exacting 
code of conduct that the problem 
lies. In fact, if you resist their ex-
hortations to sacrifice earthly plea-
sures, it likely reinforces puritanical 
progressives’ belief in their own 
sophistication.

The pursuit of an ordered soci-
ety is where modern progressiv-
ism diverges from 20th-century 
liberalism. And while conserva-
tives can surely sympathize with 
the desire for a common culture, 
seeing it manifest in the absolut-
ist vision of today’s progressives 
exposes the folly of monocultural-
ism.  

1
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To the Editor:

SERIOUS RESEARCH about 
post-traumatic stress disorder, 

unlike the media versions that 
Christine Rosen details, uses de-
finable criteria for identifying the 
condition’s causes, estimating its 
prevalence, and measuring its se-
verity and duration (“How Trauma 
Became a Political Tool,” July/Au-
gust). There is general agreement 
that after most traumatic events, 
including natural disasters, ter-
rorist attacks, and the like, PTSD 
occurs in approximately 15 percent 
of those who experience the event, 
with higher numbers among those 
who are actually injured and lower 
numbers among individuals far-
ther away from the site. Its dura-
tion varies by environmental and 
personality factors.

The conflation of PTSD with 
symptoms such as occasional night- 
mares ignores the definition of PTSD 
as a cluster of symptoms that inter-
feres with the person’s functioning 
in daily life, including cognitive, 
emotional, social, and physiological 
processes. It also facilitates claims 
to PTSD by people who, as Rosen 
shows, are merely experiencing the 
vicissitudes that are common in life.

Not very long ago, people prided 
themselves on their resilience, their 
ability to deal with and overcome 
even severe adversity—including 
traumatic experiences—and were 
respected on that basis. Whining 
and exaggerating harm and disap- 
pointment were not generally re-
warded or lauded. “Trauma inflation” 
has changed that, to the detriment 
of individuals who are encouraged 

to publicize, magnify, and treasure 
their setbacks, and of society, which 
is increasingly misled about the po-
tential of recovery and thriving.

 Peter Suedfeld
Vancouver, Canada

1

Christine Rosen writes:

PETER SUEDFELD is correct to 
note the importance of the dis-

tinction between clinical diagno-
ses of trauma (and post-traumatic 
stress disorder) and the growing use 
of the term to describe experiences 
that are not at all traumatic. This 
does undermine efforts to encour-
age resilience and, as he notes, leads 
people to exaggerate harm, focus on 
negative experiences rather than 
on healing, and—particularly in re-
cent years—seek validation online 
for their claims of suffering. The 
feedback loop this creates, whereby 
people are valorized for claiming to 
be trauma victims, is pernicious not 
only for the individuals caught in it 
but also for genuine trauma victims, 
whose needs and concerns are di-
luted by this trauma-talk. 

1

Redefining 
Trauma

Israel and the 
Arabs
To the Editor:

GIL Troy’s history of Israel’s chal-
lenges certainly underscores  

important developments downplay- 
ed by popular media (“A New Way 
to Look at Israel and the Arabs,” July/
August). Yet his otherwise persua-
sive article understates concerns 
about Israel’s commitment to a 
peaceful two-state solution.

Troy’s perspective looks to more 
peace and prosperity for the Mid-
dle East based on pragmatic strate-
gies of entente and rapprochement 
even while leaving the matter of 
viable Palestinian statehood unset-
tled. Might there be some benefit in 
also revisiting an older, neglected 
way of looking at Israel and its 
neighbors? Namely through the 
lens of coexistence between Jews 

of the Diaspora and generations of 
Palestinians, both peoples Semitic 
and both once dispossessed.

 Jonathan Rau Chaplin
Montreal, Canada

1

To the Editor:

GIL TROY’S article on Israel was 
excellent. It’s worth noting, 

however, the threat posed by Isra-
el’s internal conflicts. Many Israeli 
youth are demoralized by what they 
regard as a bleak future. They have 
trouble making ends meet because 
of, among other things, the cost of 
housing.

The government coalition was 
working well while it lasted. But 
the country is not looking forward 
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to a fifth election in fewer than 
five years. At least half the popu-
lace fears the demagoguery or the 
divisions sowed by the indubita-
bly brilliant Netanyahu, while the 
other half reveres him and could 
not care less about whether he was 
corrupted by power.

Additionally, the drain on the state 
created by the nonworking Haredi 
population is a growing problem.

Arabs aside, Israel faces daunt-
ing challenges. The divisions in 
the population bring to mind the 
internal rifts that plagued the Jews 
thousands of years ago.

 David C. Nathanson
Toronto, Ontario

1

Gil Troy writes:

ITHANK both respondents for ac-
cepting the article’s invitation—

to start debating Israel’s history 
and current reality in new ways, be-
yond the suffocating, heavy-handed 
obsession with some monolithic, 
never-changing, Arab–Israeli con-
flict. A broader-minded, more accu-
rate approach to history will yield 
a broader-minded, more accurate 
approach to current realities.

I wish I could simply say “amen” 
to Jonathan Rau Chaplin’s vision. 
True, much common culture, reli-
gion, history, and geography bonds 
Jews with Palestinian Arabs. But 
only one side of the Israeli–Pales-
tinian conflict boycotts, demon-
izes, and refuses to normalize rela-
tions—and it’s not the Israelis. Mr. 
Chaplin’s “lens of coexistence” will 
remain clouded with the hatred 
of anti-normalization Palestinians. 
And as long as Palestinians remain 
dominated by terrorist dictators, 
and the Palestinian Authority re-
mains addicted to “pay to slay,” the 
two-state solution will be distant.

Instead, let’s lean into the bot-
tom-up genuine coexistence of the 

Abraham Accords and brainstorm 
ways to leverage what I called 
“Peace More”: building trust from 
the grass roots, and eventually 
sweeping Palestinians into a grow-
ing, then lasting, peace. It’s more 
productive than perpetually shout-
ing “Peace Now,” despite the pre-
vailing political winds.

I am optimistic. The more we 
chip away at the various Arab–Is-
raeli conflicts, the closer we will 
come to a just and rational solution 
of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.

I share most of David C. Nathan-

son’s concerns. His focus on Israel’s 
domestic challenges today and to-
morrow justifies my invitation to 
tell a richer story about what all of 
Israel experienced yesterday. But I 
don’t share his pessimism. I, too, 
am demoralized by so many elec-
tions, so much instability, too much 
demagoguery, and too much cor-
ruption. But those corrosive forces 
are balanced by many constructive 
forces that make Israel ever more 
functional.

1

The Future of 
EVs
To the Editor:

HERE IS a contrarian response 
to James B. Meigs’s assertion 

that Joe Biden overemphasizes the 
virtues of electric vehicles (“Biden 
Goes Electric,” July/August). Presi-
dent Obama didn’t prioritize them 
enough.

Conservatives can be forgiven 
for their skepticism that EVs will 
help keep the earth from warming, 
but they are more than a decade 
late in recognizing that EVs actually 
serve two fundamentally conserva-
tive goals: strengthening national 
security and advancing competitive 
free-market economics.

Just as energy-policy consider-
ations factored into the American 
response to 9/11 two decades ago, 
so the same dynamic is at work to-
day in the response to Russia’s ag-
gression in Ukraine.

For decades, we have accepted 
the monopoly status of a single 
commodity over all global transpor-
tation—the lifeblood of the econo-

my. For as long as the oil monopoly 
persists, bad actors—be they Rus-
sia or Iran—will benefit from the 
economic growth that increases 
demand. Or worse, as we see today, 
they will benefit from the instabil-
ity that raises prices,

Obama missed an opportunity 
for the U.S. to own the auto indus-
try in the 21st century as it did in 
the 20th century. More than a de- 
cade ago, it became clear that energy- 
storage technology could bring the 
diversity and competition of elec-
tricity markets to transportation. 
China recognized this and created 
a national strategy on electric ve-
hicles that today allows it to control 
much of the supply chain for bat-
teries. The Obama administration 
had the opportunity to make the 
bailout of GM contingent on a 
path to electrification. This would 
have given the U.S. a start in the 
industry.

In spite of Obama’s missed op-
portunity, and Biden’s attempts to 
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promote unionism, conservatives 
should embrace EVs as a way to 
bring market competition to trans-
portation fuels and reduce the in-
fluence of adversarial regimes that 
profit from their monopoly.

 Michael Granoff
Ra’anana, Israel

1

James B. Meigs writes:

MICHAEL GRANOFF makes 
a good point about electric 

vehicles bolstering our country’s 
energy independence. As I hope my 
column made clear, I’m excited to 
see American companies building 
capable EVs that make sense for 
some consumers. More people driv-
ing electric means lower emissions 
and less demand for liquid fuels. 
But I don’t think promoting EVs 
should be the focus of America’s 
energy policy, or, as Mr. Granoff 

suggests, a major goal of U.S. indus-
trial policy. 

Governments, as a rule, aren’t 
very good at picking which technol-
ogies will become vital in the future. 
Too often, when governments try to 
mandate particular technologies—
or invest in the companies that 
build them—they wind up backing 
the wrong horse. Remember Solyn-
dra? Barack Obama’s energy depart-
ment thought that California com- 
pany’s innovative solar-panel de-
sign looked like a winner. The com-
pany soaked up more than $500 
million in taxpayer dollars before 
going belly-up in 2011. In Germany 
today, businesses and consumers 
are paying a brutal price for their 
government’s 20-year policy of fa-
voring wind and solar power over 
all other energy sources.

So, no, I don’t trust government 
experts to make decisions about 
technology trends. The government 
can help by funding basic research. 

Better yet, it can remove the ob-
stacles that prevent markets from 
working efficiently. If the U.S. wants 
to boost the electric-vehicle indus-
try, it should streamline regulations 
that hold back domestic manufac-
turing. And if it wants to help us 
be less dependent on erratic over-
seas energy sources, it should stop 
blocking pipelines and natural-gas 
drilling. While we’re at it, let’s roll 
back the rules that make it hard 
to build new power lines. All those 
EVs are going to need lots of cheap 
electricity. Electric cars are great for 
 some drivers, not practical for oth-
ers. But the government shouldn’t 
be forcing anyone to buy EVs (as 
California’s Governor Gavin New-
som seeks to do), nor should it force 
manufacturers to build them. Leave 
those decisions to the market.

1
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 IN 2020, Cherokee Tribe member and New Mexico 
real-estate broker Yvette Herrell became the first 
Native American woman to win election to Con-

gress as a Republican. Last year Jason Miyares, whose 
mother fled Communist Cuba for the United States, 
was elected Virginia’s attorney general.

Mayra Flores came to America from Mexico 
when she was six years old, earned a certificate in 
respiratory therapy, graduated from South Texas Col-
lege, and joined the GOP. In June, she won a special 
election to replace the Democrat who had long repre-
sented her border district. Barbara Kirkmeyer grew up 
poor on a dairy farm and sold cows to pay for college. 
She’s the Republican nominee in Colorado’s Eighth 
Congressional District. Juan Ciscomani is the son of 
Mexican immigrants, the first in his family to graduate 
college, and a father of six. He’s the GOP candidate in 
Arizona’s Sixth District.

These politicians have a few things in common. 
They belong to the growing number of women and 
minority candidates running for office as Republicans. 
The GOP candidates who flipped 14 Democratic House 
seats two years ago were women or minorities or both. 
The party wants to field a similarly diverse group of 
candidates in House races this year. And the plan is 
working. Recently the National Republican Congres-
sional Committee told Politico that a record number 

of women and Hispanic Republicans are running for 
office in 2022.

The new recruits also reflect a shift in the His-
panic vote toward the GOP. Most Hispanic Americans 
remain Democrats, but many have been trending Re-
publican since the coronavirus lockdowns and “mostly 
peaceful” protests of 2020. The Trump years were good 
for Hispanic and African-American workers. “Many 
Hispanic voters are in favor of moderate abortion 
rights and gun control, but these issues are just not 
as salient for them as economic concerns,” wrote my 
American Enterprise Institute colleague Ruy Teixeira 
in an August essay for the Wall Street Journal.

Another thing these candidates share is a mes-
sage. Each of them appeals to the American dream in 
speeches, press releases, and advertisements. “This 
election is proof that the American dream is alive and 
well,” Miyares tweeted after the race was called for 
him last year. “Democrats are destroying the Ameri-
can dream,” proclaimed one of Flores’s widely shared 
Facebook ads. “Failed policies out of D.C. have put the 
American dream out of reach,” Ciscomani says in an 
effective 30-second spot.

Many of these Republicans grew up poor or 
working-class. They are immigrants or the children of 
immigrants. They know that citizenship in this coun-
try is not a trifle but a blessing. For them, the American 
dream represents individual freedom, personal re-
sponsibility, and a better life. The dream is a chance at 
success and fulfilment. As conservatives, they believe 
the dream is imperiled when heavy-handed bureau-

Matthew Continetti is a senior fellow and the Pat-
rick and Charlene Neal Chair in American Prosperity 
at the American Enterprise Institute. 

The American 
Dream Defamed

WASHINGTON COMMENTARY

MATTHEW CONTINETTI
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10 October 2022

cracies meddle in the nation’s economic, social, and 
cultural life. Their argument is familiar and simple 
and easy to understand.

Unless you work at the New York Times. On 
Sunday, August 21, the paper’s front page contained 
an article headlined, in the print edition, “How a 
Storied Phrase Became a Partisan Battleground.” It 
was a weird, clumsy, and failed attempt to turn an 
aspirational idea into racist code. Reporter Jazmine 
Ulloa strained to find a nefarious subtext in earnest ap-
peals to legal immigration, hard work, and boundless 
ambition. Surprise, surprise, you can say the American 
dream is in danger as much as you want—so long as 
you are not a Republican.

“For decades, politicians have used the phrase 
‘the American dream’ to describe a promise of eco-
nomic opportunity and upward mobility, of prosperity 
through hard work,” Ulloa wrote. “It has been a prom-
ise so powerful that it drew immigrants from around 
the world, who went on to fulfill it generation after 
generation.”

The problem, Ulloa went on, is that these days 
“Republican candidates and elected officials are using 
the phrase in a different way.” Which way? Well, Re-
publicans say that Democrats endanger the American 
dream by supporting policies that generate inflation, 
crime, illegal border crossings, and false and racist 
school curricula.

Knock me over with a feather.
“Politicians have long warned,” Ulloa concedes, 

“that the American dream was slipping away, a note 
struck from time to time by former President Barack 
Obama, former President Bill Clinton, and other Dem-
ocrats.” So maybe Republicans and Democrats are not 
that different after all?

Wait, though. Ulloa isn’t finished: “What has 
changed is that some Republicans now cast the 
situation more starkly, using the dream-is-in-danger 
rhetoric as a widespread line of attack, arguing that 
Democrats have turned patriotism itself into some-
thing contentious.”

Difference and change imply dissimilarity and 
novelty. Yet Ulloa admits that debates over the Ameri-
can dream make up a tradition that is close to a cen-
tury old. The dream has been entangled with politics 
ever since the historian James Truslow Adams popu-
larized the slogan in the 1930s.

What’s more, Ulloa acknowledges that Demo-
crats and Republicans, progressives and conserva-
tives, have used and continue to use the American 
dream as a partisan cudgel. She quotes Gabe Vasquez, 
who is running as a Democrat against New Mexico’s 
Herrell. Vasquez says the “American dream is becom-

ing a hallucination.” Which sounds to me like “a wide-
spread line of attack.”

It’s not the message that the Times finds news-
worthy. It’s the messenger. Ulloa was desperate to 
paint the GOP House candidates in the worst possible 
light. She notes that the presence of the American 
dream in Republican campaigns is a sign that the 
GOP is becoming more ethnically and socioeconomi-
cally diverse. Typically, the New York Times leaps at the 
chance to celebrate diversity. But suddenly Ulloa takes 
a sharp turn, writing that “historians and other schol-
ars warn that some Republicans are distorting a defin-
ing American idea and turning it into an exclusionary 
political message.” She quotes only one scholar, po-
litical scientist Christina Greer of Fordham University, 
who says without evidence that “the Republican Party 
is using it as a dog whistle.” Professor Greer is a regular 
presence on MSNBC, where she infamously referred to 
murder victim Mollie Tibbetts as “a girl in Iowa” whom 
“Fox News is talking about.”

The human mind is capable of astounding double 
standards. Since the beginning of 2022, President Biden 
has said that his opponents are on the side of George Wal-
lace, Bull Connor, and Jefferson Davis. He has mused that 
“the extreme MAGA philosophy” is “like semi-fascism.” 
He has traveled to Independence Hall and, flanked by 
Marines, announced that “Donald Trump and the MAGA 
Republicans represent an extremism that threatens the 
very foundations of our republic.” The Times did not give 
its story on Biden’s speech the headline “How Democ-
racy Became a Partisan Battleground.” Its headline in the 
print edition was simply “Biden Portrays Democracy as 
Under Fire in the U.S.”

Oh, to sit in on the page-one meeting at Amer-
ica’s paper of record. Biden says democracy will end 
if Republicans win in November? Play it straight. 
Hispanic Republicans say future generations will be 
deprived of the American dream? Racism alert!

What really discomfits the editors of the New 
York Times, and liberals in general, is that more and 
more Hispanic voters are not playing their assigned 
roles within the “coalition of the ascendant.” Rather 
than vote ritualistically for Democratic candidates, 
many Hispanic Americans find themselves increas-
ingly sympathetic to the Republican Party on issues 
such as legal immigration, economic development, law 
and order, and patriotism.

Like earlier waves of immigrants, these voters ex-
press an abiding love of America as the land of hope, op-
portunity, and freedom. They hate to see this country’s 
promise diminished or denied. They aren’t blowing dog 
whistles. They are singing hymns of praise to an Ameri-
can dream that, thank God, shall never die.q
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 IT WAS NOT in Eastern Europe, or the Middle East, 
but in England that the blood libel was born. In 
1144, a tanner’s assistant by the name of William 

was found dead, clearly murdered, on the outskirts of 
the city of Norwich. William’s hagiographer, Thomas 
of Monmouth, claimed that Norwich’s Jews had killed 
William. They were, he said, obeying the orders of 
an international gathering of Jews who annually se-
lected a Christian child to be murdered in advance of 
Passover and Easter. William was made a saint by the 
Church.

Anti-Semitic feeling ultimately exploded through- 
out England, producing pogroms over the next several 
decades, including in Norwich itself in 1190. The me-
dieval chronicler Ralph de Diceto informs us of what 
occurred as the libels against the Jews were joined 
with the fervor of the Crusades: “Many of those who 
were hastening to Jerusalem determined first to rise 
against the Jews before they invaded the Saracens. Ac-
cordingly on 6th February all the Jews who were found 
in their own houses at Norwich were butchered; some 
had taken refuge in the castle.”

From Norwich, the blood libel spread through-
out the world, affecting Jewish life everywhere. Jews  
were often afraid to use the traditional red wine at 
Passover seders, lest it lead to accusations of vampir-

ism. Far away from England, hundreds of years after 
William’s death, the Jews of Damascus were accused 
of murdering, in advance of Passover, a monk by the 
name of Father Thomas. These accusations were fos-
tered by French officials and led to the imprisonment, 
torture, and death of members of the Syrian Jewish 
community.

The popularity of the blood libel, in its very 
absurdity, captures the essence of anti-Semitism. By 
taking the tale of the origin of Jewish chosenness—the 
exodus from Egypt—and turning it into a pernicious 
plan for annual evildoing, the libel illustrates how, as 
Robert Nicholson once wrote, hatred of Jews “isn’t just 
any old hatred or racism. It is a grand anti-myth that 
turns Jewish chosenness on its head and assigns to the 
people of Israel responsibility for all the world’s ills.”

Now, centuries later, England has come face to 
face with its past—quite literally. In 2004, construction 
workers building a shopping mall in Norwich uncov-
ered a skull in the earth. It turned out to be part of a 
mass grave, 17 skeletons in all, that lay at the bottom of 
what was once a medieval well. The skeletons were the 
remains of bodies that seemed to have been dumped 
into the well, many headfirst. 

In August, scientists confirmed what was long 
suspected: They are the remains of murdered Jews. 
Smithsonian recently reported: 

Buried outside of consecrated ground just 

south of Norwich’s medieval Jewish quarter, 

the bones’ positioning inside the well indi-
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cates the victims were thrown in headfirst, 

with the bodies of the adults cushioning the 

children’s fall. Because the skeletons showed 

no signs of trauma associated with trying to 

break a fall, the victims were likely already 

dead when deposited into the well.

The report also notes:

Scholars are unsure of how many lives the 

1190 pogrom claimed, but a new genetic analy-

sis published in the journal Current Biology 

suggests that 17 skeletons found 

in a well in Norwich in 2004 

belong to victims of the attack. 

DNA extracted from six of the 

deceased contains close links to 

modern-day Ashkenazi Jewish 

populations, including markers 

for genetic disorders common 

in the community. Using radio-

carbon dating, the researchers 

estimated that the 17 people died 

between 1161 and 1216. These 

discoveries, combined with the 

unusual circumstances of the 

burial, support the idea that the 

individuals were murdered dur-

ing the 1190 massacre.

This reminds us of a dialectic 
in the story of England and the 
Jews. One aspect was documented 
by the historian Gertrude Himmel-
farb in her book The People of the 
Book: Philosemitism in England, 
from Cromwell to Churchill. As she 
illustrated, a remarkable admira-
tion for Jews made itself manifest 
at various moments in the country’s history—from 
Oliver Cromwell’s charitable treatment of Rabbi Me-
nasseh Ben Israel, to the Christian proto-Zionism of 
the Earl of Shaftesbury, to the success of novels such 
as Tancred, Ivanhoe,  and Daniel Deronda. But from 
England also emerged the blood libel as well as one of 
the most perniciously influential images in literature, 
the character of Shylock, which then lived on in Fagin 
and other figures in English literature.

The libels born with the death of William of 
Norwich, and propagated by The Merchant of Venice, 
survive to this day around the world, and the confirma-
tion of the Jewishness of the bones of Norwich should 
inspire us to ponder the haunting lessons they offer. 

One of the scientists involved in the genetic analysis 
of the skeletons reflected that “Ralph de Diceto’s ac-
count of the 1190 a.d. attacks is evocative, but a deep 
well containing the bodies of Jewish men, women, and 
especially children forces us to confront the real horror 
of what happened.” This is admirable, and true, but it 
does not capture the true horror of what originated 
in Norwich. The readiness of all today to denounce 
the massacres of medieval Jewish communities often 
highlights how, as the writer Dara Horn put it, “people 
love dead Jews.” The blood libel is not a thing of the 
past. It is ongoing. The world is all too prepared to 

bemoan the injustice against Jews 
in the past and yet all too ready to 
overlook those who purvey blood 
libels today.

Such a phenomenon can be 
seen in the successful career of Alex-
andria Ocasio-Cortez. As Seth Man-
del has noted in these pages, the con-
gresswoman has taken rhetorical 
dishonesty about Israel to an entire-
ly new level, linking—like the libel-
ists of old—purported Jewish activ-
ity to grievances around the world. 
Commenting on the situation at the 
Mexican-American border, she ac-
cused Israel, without offering any evi- 
dence, of placing Palestinian chil-
dren in cages. During one debate, 
standing on the floor of the House 
next to an image of a dead Palestinian 
child, she linked Israel’s airstrikes to 
the Naval base in Vieques, Puerto 
Rico. “When I saw those [Israeli] 
airstrikes that are supported with 
U.S. funds,” she said, “I could not 
help but wonder if our communities 
were practice for this.” As Mandel put 

it, Ocasio-Cortez’s career reminds us that “there are blood 
libels and then there are blood libels on steroids. Her 
presence in Congress is an embarrassment and her 
incitement goes almost totally unremarked on.” The 
sad fact is that from Thomas of Monmouth to today, 
purveyors of libels against the Jews have all too often 
used them to enhance their own celebrity. 

The bones of murdered Jews may have been 
exhumed from the soil of the site where the blood libel 
was born, but what has yet to be exhumed from the 
present is the blood libel itself. And it is only if we do all 
we can to identify, and call out, the liars and the libel-
ists that we can honestly hope that the murdered Jews 
of Norwich will rest in peace.q
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 IN 2018, a flattering profile of the host of CNN’s 
Reliable Sources, Brian Stelter, appeared in the Co-
lumbia Journalism Review. In it, Stelter declared, 

“Trump is the biggest story in the world, and I’m never 
going to apologize for covering the biggest story in the 
world…. All roads lead back to Trump.”

They certainly did for Stelter. A former New York 
Times media reporter, Stelter took over the Sunday-
morning media show in 2013 and quickly became a 
one-man whirlwind of Reliable Sources content, host-
ing the cable network’s Sunday-morning television 
show while also regularly appearing on other CNN 
programs and podcasts and churning out a popular 
newsletter.

Since 2016, the vast majority of this content fo-
cused on one subject: Donald Trump. No issue related 
to the former president was too small for Stelter’s un-
wavering gaze. The CJR profile described a typical day 
for Stelter, with him toggling “between windows on 
his laptop, making changes to chyrons and tweaking 
language attacking Donald Trump’s spelling errors, 
all while waving at his daughter Sunny, who watches 
him work via FaceTime.” The reporter also noticed “the 
new Apple Watch on his wrist [that] alerts him to the 
latest Trump tweets.”

Stelter’s brief against Trump wasn’t limited to 
grammatical oversight. He anointed himself one of the 
media’s spiritual leaders in the fight against Trumpism. 

“Stelter sees Reliable Sources, which airs every Sunday 
at 11am, as his pulpit,” the CJR noted. Stelter’s wife, an 
on-air traffic reporter in New York City, added that, 
since Trump’s election, Stelter saw his job not merely as 
media criticism but as leading a battle for truth.

As his profile rose, so did Stelter’s sense of his 
own importance as one of the nation’s foremost Trump 
antagonists. Speaking to the New York Times Book Re-
view about his 2020 bestseller, Hoax: Donald Trump, 
Fox News, and the Dangerous Distortion of Truth, Stel-
ter claimed that it was not merely another anti-Trump 
screed but was actually a source of healing to a nation 
of fractured families: “I keep hearing from readers 
who say Hoax helps them understand their own family 
a little bit better. There are so many families that are 
divided by Fox and Trump. I think a lot of people have 
been surprised by just how deep and how corrupt the 
roots are—how there’s been collusion between Fox and 
Trump right in plain sight the whole time, and yet it’s 
not often recognized.”

Sadly, Stelter’s mission to heal our divided na-
tion has recently been compromised. In August, CNN 
announced that it was shuttering Reliable Sources and 
firing its host.

Some observers believe that Stelter’s ousting 
was part of new CNN chairman Chris Licht’s efforts to 
rebrand the network as less partisan in the post-Trump 
era. Others have speculated that Stetler’s bona fides as 
a journalist covering the media suffered an unrecover-
able injury when he failed to report on a large media 
scandal in his own backyard: the firing of CNN boss 
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Jeff Zucker for having an affair with a staffer. (The af-
fair was an open secret at CNN and throughout New 
York media circles.)

There is a simpler explanation: The show was 
bad, and its ratings were bad, and it was increasingly 
embarrassing itself with its combination of self-seri-
ousness and inadvertent cluelessness. Despite Stelter’s 
repeated claims to be a media watchdog (and his 
previous experience as a decent newspaper reporter), 
during the Trump years he turned into one of the 
mainstream media’s most shameful—and shamefully 
partisan—apologists.

Consider the types of people he would book on 
his show to inform his viewers. He sought to help re-
habilitate the ousted newscaster Dan Rather, the man 
who did more to discredit the mainstream media with 
his false 2004 story on George W. Bush than anyone 
else in this country’s history. He was also a key pro-
moter of Michael Avenatti, the lawyer who sued Trump 
on behalf of the president’s former one-night stand, 
Stormy Daniels. Stelter literally urged Avenatti on-air 
to run for president. Avenatti is now serving time in 
federal prison for attempting to extort money from his 
clients. And when Stelter included “scholars” and “ex-
perts” on his show to bolster criticism of Trump, their 
tone mirrored Stelter’s own special brand of Trump 
hyperbole: A former Duke University psychiatry pro-
fessor claimed in 2019 that “Trump is as destructive a 
person in this century as Hitler, Stalin, and Mao were 
in the last century. He may be responsible for many 
more million deaths than they were.” 

Rather than engage in criticism of his own in-
dustry (at least, the nonconservative segment of it), he 
took to chiding CNN viewers for failing to appreciate 
the existential importance of his employer. “I don’t 
want to sound—tell me if this is too grandiose,” he said 
on a podcast. “The world and the country are better 
off when CNN is strong, and when brands like CNN 
are strong.”

Yet one of the reasons viewers were losing trust 
in outlets like CNN was that during the Trump years, 
those outlets abandoned any pretense of objectivity 
and instead embraced partisan bias as mission criti-
cal. By the end of his show’s run, with Trump out of the 
White House, Stelter was reduced to offering on-air 
recaps and manufactured outrage about the previous 
week’s offerings on CNN competitor Fox News, with 
special ire reserved for Tucker Carlson (whose show 
remains the most-watched on cable).

No wonder Stelter spent his final weeks at CNN 
indulging in a parade of platitudes and self-regard 
rather than critical reflection. “It was a rare privilege 

to lead a weekly show focused on the press at a time 
when it has never been more consequential,” he told 
NPR, noting how grateful he was for having the chance 
to cover “the media, truth, and the stories that shape 
our world.”

His final show was a murderer’s row of media 
sanctimony, with Carl Bernstein intoning, “The truth 
is not neutral” and reminding viewers, “The most 
important story in the world today” is “the pendulum 
swinging against democracy all over the world.”

Jeffrey Goldberg, editor of the Atlantic, chimed 
in as well. “Authoritarians, in order to stay in power, 
need to convince the people that the press is the en-
emy,” he said. And viewers who stayed with Stelter’s 
show until the bitter end no doubt knew exactly whom 
Goldberg was invoking. Likewise, National Public 
Radio TV critic Eric Deggans complained to Stelter, “I 
think the problem is that people put a political lens on 
top of something that is about preserving democracy, 
and about holding politicians accountable.”

Sympathetic postmortems about Reliable Sourc-
es were everywhere. Writing in the Columbia Journal-
ism Review, Jon Allsop argued, “Reserving even one 
weekly hour of cable airtime—a finite commodity, 
unlike the internet—to let the media examine itself 
was, at the very least, a symbolic statement about the 
value of self-examination, and of placing it squarely in 
front of viewers who might not otherwise give much 
thought to the way the press works. Muddying that 
statement would have been sad at any moment. At this 
moment, it’s unjustifiable.”

Fellow media critic Dan Froomkin offered a more 
histrionic take: Stelter as MAGA martyr. By canceling 
a poorly rated show, CNN was not making a business 
decision but “capitulating to disinformation rather 
than fighting it,” Froomkin wrote. This was “essentially 
a peace offering from CNN to the know-nothing MAGA 
mob.” Stelter himself apparently agrees. As Dylan 
Byers of the online site Puck recently reported, “In 
private conversations with some former colleagues,… 
[Stelter] has floated the idea that he might be worthy 
of another moniker: ‘sacrificial lamb.’”

For several years, the relentless focus on Trump 
was hugely profitable for mainstream media, even as 
it was damaging to our nation’s civic conversation. It 
would be easy to dismiss Stelter as one of many who 
suffered from “Trump Derangement Syndrome.” But 
that was not his affliction. Journalists like Stelter 
were not deranged by Trump. Rather, they willingly 
allowed themselves to be enlisted in his monomania, 
and in doing so became accomplices in its growth and 
metastasis.q
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 IN MY CHARMING little village in Westchester 
County, there is a charming little gift shop. And in 
the shop’s charming little window stands a display 

of bobblehead dolls. Unlike, say, an Elvis Presley doll, 
or figurines depicting the cast of Friends, these dolls 
aren’t meant to be seen in the spirit of knowing irony. 
They are more like religious icons: ritual objects of 
liberal veneration.

The dolls include the late Supreme Court Justice 
Ruth Bader Ginsberg, who has been posthumously 
reinvented as an avatar of legalistic Grrl Power. Next to 
her wobbles the head of Vice President Kamala Harris, 
a figure whose elevation to secular sainthood appears 
a bit premature. Above those stands Dr. Anthony 
Fauci, the uncontested exemplar of all that is true and 
noble in today’s liberal pantheon. (Did I mention it is a 
very liberal town? Did I need to?) I imagine the shop’s 
customers bringing home their Fauci bobbleheads and 
placing them in positions of honor in their otherwise 
tchotchke-free homes. Henceforth, all who enter those 
households will be expected to stop and genuflect be-
fore Good Saint Anthony. 

None of this is healthy. A secular domestic shrine 
is no place for a scientist. For that matter, it’s no place 
for a Supreme Court justice. (About Vice President 
Harris, the less said, the better.) But such is the state of 
our national ideological logjam. On the left, Fauci has 
become an object of quasi-religious devotion. On the 

right, he is reviled as the all-powerful enabler of a qua-
si-totalitarian state. (“Fauci Lied, People Died,” reads 
one of the many anti-Fauci T-shirts available online.)

Both sides are wrong. Anthony Fauci is not 
some uniquely brilliant scientist whose edicts must be 
obeyed without question. Nor is he the evil genius who 
single-handedly engineered the unprecedented re-
strictions on our freedoms that we’ve suffered during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Does Fauci embody arrogance 
and overreach? Absolutely. But the problem is not the 
man; it’s built into the structure of our public health 
system. Fauci could be replaced tomorrow, and those 
problems would remain. In fact, given Fauci’s plan to 
retire by the end of this year, I’ve no doubt that the next 
occupant of his chair will eventually develop the same 
excesses and failings.

Fauci is the product of a public health establish-
ment that has placed far too much power in the hands 
of a single person. The agency Fauci leads, the National 
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, remains 
fairly obscure to most Americans. Unlike the acronyms 
for the Food and Drug Administration or the Centers 
for Disease Control, the letters “NIAID” don’t exactly 
roll off the tongue. But Fauci’s post at NIAID is quite 
unusual among high-level government officialdom. 
NIAID’s director operates with nearly total indepen-
dence from political supervision or oversight.

It wasn’t always this way. Fauci’s name first be-
came known to the public during the grim early years 
of AIDS. The then-young doctor was vilified (often 
unfairly) by AIDS activists who said he wasn’t doing 
enough to fight the mysterious scourge. In reality, at 
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that time Fauci and NIAID had less power to steer 
medical research and very limited ability to influence 
public behavior. But Fauci did reveal a predilection 
that would come to full flower during the Covid crisis: 
the willingness to peddle white lies he believed would 
nudge the public toward proper behavior. As the 
Manhattan Institute’s John Tierney has noted, Fauci 
promoted the idea that AIDS could be spread through 
“routine close contact.” That was intended to send the 
message that everyone was at risk and a “heterosexual 
breakout” could occur any day. It wasn’t true. What’s 
more, all the evidence there was at the time made clear 
that it wasn’t true. The feared breakout never hap-
pened. But boosting AIDS paranoia helped boost fund-
ing. And a panicked public, Fauci must have reasoned, 
would be a more pliable public.

Even so, Fauci and his agency didn’t attain their 
full power until after 9/11. In the months after the Twin 
Towers fell, a series of still-mysterious anthrax attacks 
killed five Americans. Bush asked his vice president, 
Dick Cheney, to come up with a response. Cheney 
decided to put NIAID in charge of defending the U.S. 
from both bio-attacks and pandemics of natural origin. 
“With the stroke of Cheney’s pen, all United States 
biodefence efforts, classified or unclassified, were 
placed under the aegis of Anthony Fauci,” writes Ash-
ley Rindsberg at Unherd. But, unlike, say, the director 
of the National Institutes of Health (Fauci’s nominal 
boss), the head of NIAID is not a political appointee. 
He can be fired only through a long, byzantine process. 
This situation is typical for mid-level bureaucrats, but 
it is highly unusual for the leader of such a powerful 
agency. (The head of the CDC—another agency whose 
powers have greatly expanded—also falls into this cu-
rious category.) Under Cheney’s plan, “Fauci now had 
a virtual carte blanche to not merely approve but de-
sign and run the kind of research projects he sought,” 
Rindsberg writes, “and could do so with no oversight 
structure above him.”

Looking back to those post-9/11 days, we can see 
why the Bush administration thought this was a good 
idea. In fact, any time the nation faces a grave threat, 
people tend to want a wise, incorruptible czar in 
charge—someone empowered to act decisively while 
floating above petty political concerns. But it is never a 
good idea to put government officials beyond the reach 
of political oversight, and Fauci’s career shows why. 
Over time, such officials accumulate too much power 
and become too accustomed to having the last word. 
Those who work in the political sphere need to grapple 
with trade-offs, acknowledge criticisms, and hammer 
out compromises. But an all-powerful czar can ignore 
skeptics and focus exclusively on the crisis at hand.

Fauci had a plan for dealing with pandemics 
and, when Covid-19 hit, he had the power to put that 
plan into action. The plan required keeping people as 
isolated as possible, even if that meant shutting down 
schools, businesses—virtually the whole economy. 
After some initial prevarication about the need for 
masks, Fauci also became an avid advocate for keeping 
everyone, even small children, masked up indefinitely. 

Fauci’s approach to fighting the virus had a mili-
taristic tone, which makes sense considering that his 
agency was organized to treat pandemics and biowar-
fare as two sides of the same coin. In the Fauci regime, 
the coronavirus would be given no quarter: He saw no 
reason to weigh trade-offs or seek compromises. And, 
given his freedom from political oversight, Fauci didn’t 
need to kowtow to any civilian authority. Even Presi-
dent Trump mostly let the willful doctor call his own 
shots. Meanwhile, the CDC and other public health 
institutions generally moved in lockstep with NIAID.

Most of the time Fauci barely acknowledged that 
there might be downsides to his draconian policies. 
But, as anyone could have predicted, the lockdowns 
delivered a body blow to the U.S. economy. Within 
weeks unemployment soared to levels not seen since 
the Great Depression. Whether wisely or not, Congress 
responded by pouring an unprecedented $5 tril-
lion into various forms of Covid relief, which in turn 
spurred the inflation we’re living with today. Mean-
while, school shutdowns torpedoed the educational 
progress of most American schoolchildren. According 
to recent National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress tests, math and reading scores for nine-year-olds 
plunged during the pandemic, erasing two decades 
of improvement. Experts say that, for disadvantaged 
children especially, the damage could be lifelong. And 
the U.S. kept its schools closed tighter and longer than 
almost any other nation. 

In August, Neil Cavuto of Fox News asked Fauci 
whether he thought the school lockdowns had “forever 
damaged” some students. “I don’t think it’s forever ir-
reparably damaged anyone,” Fauci responded testily. 
Dismissing evidence that challenges his chosen poli-
cies is something of a habit with him. In fact, from the 
start of the pandemic, Fauci and his colleagues at the 
CDC and other agencies disregarded and then deni-
grated experts who disagreed with them. For example, 
it quickly became obvious that children and healthy 
young adults almost never died from Covid, while the 
elderly and medically compromised were at vastly 
greater risk. Looking at these numbers, one group of 
medical experts concluded that the costs of the society-
wide lockdowns greatly exceeded the benefits. Led by 
doctors Jay Bhattacharya of Stanford, Sunetra Gupta 
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of Oxford, and Martin Kulldorff, then at Harvard, the 
group published an open letter called the Great Bar-
rington Declaration. “Current lockdown policies are 
producing devastating effects on short and long-term 
public health,” the letter said. Missed doctors appoint-
ments and social isolation would lead to “greater excess 
mortality in years to come, with the working class and 
younger members of society carrying the heaviest bur-
den. Keeping students out of school is a grave injustice.”

The Great Barrington group instead proposed 
“focused protection,” a policy that would isolate the 
most vulnerable while letting the rest of the public get 
on with their lives. Whether or not one agreed with their 
conclusions, the GBD backers were serious scientists 
weighing in on the primary public health debate of our 
time. But Fauci and his colleagues didn’t want to grapple 
with their recommendations. In a series of emails later 
released under the Freedom of Information Act, Fauci 
and Francis Collins, who was then head of the National 
Institutes of Health, discussed how to squash the trou-
blesome critique. Collins called the letter writers “fringe 
epidemiologists” and wrote that “there needs to be a 
quick and devastating take down” of their arguments. 
Fauci agreed, sending Collins an article from Wired that 
he claimed “debunks this theory.” (In fact, the article was 
a limp political hit job that compared GBD supporters to 
“tobacco firms keen to delay action on smoking-related 
disease and climate change deniers.”)

The evidence is now in. The Great Barrington 
experts were right. Florida, Sweden, and other regions 
that took less restrictive approaches to Covid wound 
up with less economic devastation and similar or su-
perior health outcomes. But Fauci and his allies won 
the debate when it came to elite opinion. The New York 
Times, CNN, and other media outlets covered Florida’s 
efforts to reopen its economy as if Governor DeSantis 
was personally pushing old ladies off the ends of fish-
ing piers. The Atlantic called Florida’s policies an “ex-
periment in human sacrifice.” Social-media companies 
did their part, suppressing any mention of the GBD 
recommendations as “misinformation.” 

Fauci and his public health colleagues took the 
same scorched-earth approach to questions about 
Covid’s origins. Initially, many virologists wondered 
whether the pandemic’s emergence in Wuhan, China, 
might be linked to that city’s Institute of Virology. But 
almost overnight, Fauci and other officials began dis-
missing that notion as a “crackpot” conspiracy theory. 
Once again, the media played along. And once again, 
it took aggressive use of the Freedom of Information 
Act to drag out the truth—or bits of it at least. Between 
FOIA disclosures and dogged reporting (mostly from 
non-mainstream journalists), we eventually learned 

that Fauci’s agency was hip-deep in funding controver-
sial “gain-of-function” research at the Wuhan Institute 
of Virology. Why was this information so hard to ferret 
out? The answer lies partly in NIAID’s stunning inde-
pendence. For two decades, Fauci had been disbursing 
research grants without having to answer to any high-
er authority. When people—including Republicans 
in Congress—started asking questions, he responded 
with arrogance, anger, and evasion. 

None of this proves that Covid-19 leaked from 
the lab. Given China’s intransigence, we may never 
know the truth about that. What we do know is that 
our country’s most powerful public health official did 
his damndest to keep anyone from investigating the 
question. If Fauci and the vast research establishment 
he runs did nothing wrong, why did they work so 
hard to keep their activities out of the public eye? It 
might be that Fauci and his cohorts are conspiratorial 
masterminds. More likely, they are just bureaucrats 
who have become convinced that their work is, by 
definition, synonymous with the public good. When 
criticized, they circled the wagons.

Indeed, Fauci seems to have concluded that he is 
synonymous with science itself. “It’s easy to criticize,” 
he complained on Face the Nation last year, “but they’re 
really criticizing science because I represent science.” 
Note to reader: No one “represents” science. Science is 
a radically transparent system of inquiry, debate, and 
a willingness to challenge received wisdom. As soon as 
any individual claims the authority to speak for science 
as a whole, that person is doing the opposite of science. 

Today, there is reason to believe that Covid-19, as 
devastating as it was, did less damage to our society than 
our ham-fisted overreaction to the disease. Fauci and his 
public health colleagues were enthusiastic cheerleaders 
for the policies that inflicted this damage. The social, 
medical, and economic aftershocks will reverberate for 
decades to come. It’s tempting to lay the blame here all 
on Fauci, to assume that his personal moral shortcom-
ings created this mess. I don’t think that’s right. By all 
accounts, Fauci is a well-meaning official who really be-
lieves he’s doing what’s best for the country. But so what? 
Well-intentioned people can do just as much damage as 
malevolent ones, sometimes more. 

No. The real problem here is power. Fauci simply 
has had far too much of it for far too long. When the 
Good Saint Anthony retires in a few months, this ad-
ministration (or, more likely, one that follows) would 
be smart to ensure that the next NIAID director oper-
ates on a much shorter leash. We would all do well to 
recognize that appointing “czars” in times of crisis 
always backfires in the end. And it’s fundamentally 
un-American.q
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 T HE SUPREME COURT unites us. 
That was the point. In a nation gov-
erned by the rule of law under a fed-
eral constitution, judicial adminis-
tration of that constitution could not 
be left scattershot to 13 state supreme 
courts, let alone 50. So we established 
one court, supreme to all the others, 

singularly capable of unifying our rule of law.

Adam J. White is a senior fellow at the American Enter-
prise Institute. Last year he served on President Biden’s 
Commission on the Supreme Court of the United States.
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And the Supreme Court divides us. That is un-
avoidable. A case involves two sides—one wins, one 
loses. And precisely because the Court was made to 
decide cases of national consequence, its decisions stir 
outrage, and have from the start. Marbury v. Madison 
did in 1803. So did Roe v. Wade in 1973. And the case 
that reversed Roe in June 2022 did, too.

So when someone leaked an early draft of Dobbs 
v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization to reporters, 
the wave of outrage was predictable. Of course people 
would denounce the opinion, just as others would 
praise it. Still, some went further. They denounced not 
just the Court’s reasoning, but the 
Court itself.

The Court’s “still got this lin-
gering faint halo around it from the 
Warren Court period,” Representa-
tive Jamie Raskin told an MSNBC 
audience. But by overruling Roe v. 
Wade, “the Court will have returned 
to its historic baseline of being a 
reactionary conservative institution 
to the far right of everything else at 
the federal level in the government.”

It was utter condemnation, 
and Raskin meant it. “For most of 
our history,” the Court “never did 
anything for enslaved Americans 
other than to cement and constitu-
tionalize the system of slavery in the 
Dred Scott decision and to declare 
that Americans have no rights that 
the white man is bound to respect 
and to declare that the Constitution 
is indeed a white man’s compact.” 
And after the Civil War, he contin-
ued, “the Court articulated Ameri-
can apartheid in Plessy v. Ferguson, 
approving Jim Crow arrangements 
throughout most of the country.”

Sure, the Court eventually cor-
rected its mistake in Brown v. Board 
of Education, and issued countless 
other decisions that progressives can 
applaud, especially in the post-Roe 
decades. But for Raskin, the last half-
century was a mere vacation from the 
Court’s ugly history—a “brief few-de-
cade period with the Warren Court.”

Just a few months earlier, the 
same congressman struck a differ-
ent note about our constitutional 
institutions. Describing the work of 

the January 6 Committee on another cable channel, 
he denounced those who “attack our constitutional 
system” and thus “fail the basic responsibility of a 
political party, which is to accept the constitutional 
structure as it exists.” Inviting “everybody all along the 
political spectrum from whatever point of view to join 
us in defending the democracy,” he urged that “there 
could be no more important work” than “to defend all 
of our institutions.” Not just Congress, he emphasized, 
“but the courts, we’ve got to defend,” too—even “the 
rule of law itself.”

Raskin is hardly alone in this Janus-faced ap-
proach to our constitutional insti-
tutions. Many who criticize Donald 
Trump and his fiercest supporters 
for their utter disregard—contempt, 
even—for constitutional institu-
tions also heap utter scorn upon the 
Supreme Court, questioning its very 
legitimacy and threatening to pack 
it with extra justices whom the crit-
ics expect to deliver more favorable 
outcomes.

In December, just days after 
President Biden’s Commission on 
the Supreme Court of the United 
States published its final report,* 
Senator Elizabeth Warren chal-
lenged “the legitimacy of every 
action the current court takes” and 
called for the Court to be packed 
with extra justices. Two years ear-
lier, five of her fellow senators filed 
a brief in the Supreme Court, in a 
Second Amendment case, warning 
the justices not to rule in favor of 
the New York residents who had 
sought licenses to transport their 
licensed handguns outside their 
homes. “The Supreme Court is not 
well,” the senators wrote, “and the 
people know it.” The Court might 
have to be “restructured,” they 
added, with the subtlety of Mafia 
heavies. Nice Court you have here; 
shame if something happened to it.

These senators have been 
joined by activists and  a small but 
vocal group of law professors from 
some of the most prestigious law 
schools. Harvard professors Lau-

*  I served on the commission.
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rence Tribe and Nancy Gertner served on President 
Biden’s commission, and at the conclusion of our 
work, they published an op-ed challenging “the dubi-
ous legitimacy” of justices President Trump appointed 
and (quoting Justice Sotomayor) suggesting a “‘stench’ 
of politics hovering over this court’s deliberations.” 
Minimizing others’ “hand-wringing over the court’s 
legitimacy,” they concluded that even if Court-packing 
“would temporarily shake” the Court’s authority, “that 
risk is worth taking.”

In Congress, Democrats have introduced bills to 
pack the Court with four additional seats for President 
Biden to fill, or to impose term limits on all current and 
future justices. Fortunately, there is no reason to believe 
that Congress will pass either bill; and in any event, the 
latter bill would violate the Constitution’s basic grant 
of life tenure to federal justices, who (absent impeach-
ment) “shall hold their Offices during good Behaviour.”

Such assaults on the Supreme Court are not 
unprecedented. And the infamous failure of such as-
saults throughout American history—by Jefferson in 
1801, FDR in 1937, and the Birchers in the 1960s—may 
inspire a sense of complacency among those who do 
not share the ruinous fever of the activists.

But to shrug off the Court-packing attacks would 
be a grave mistake. In an era when respect for consti-
tutional institutions seems to recede more and more 
with every passing year, when attacks on constitution-
al institutions are becoming all too prevalent on both 
sides of the political aisle, and when activists on both 
sides believe that the other’s anti-institutional activ-
ists justify one’s own worst excesses, it is important for 
true friends of our constitutional institutions to make 
a case for the Court, and to root that case in the basic 
spirit of republican liberty that informed and inspired 
our Constitution to begin with.

A 
MERICANS TAKE many of our civic 
traditions for granted, but the peaceful 
transfer of power from one president to 
the next, especially when the transfer 
bridges party lines, still stirs senti-

ments of gratitude for the first Americans who under-
took these responsibilities when the republic still hung 
in the balance. In the last days of Donald Trump’s re-
fusal to accept Joe Biden’s election, we were reminded 
of 1800. John Adams’s and Thomas Jefferson’s parti-
sans fought bitterly for the presidency, each warning 
that the other’s election would bring scandal and ruin; 
but come Inauguration Day, Adams left town and Jef-
ferson swore his constitutional oath of office, declaring 
that “we are all Republicans, we are all Federalists.”

It is an inspiring and reassuring story. And it 

helps us to forget the low, brutal warfare partisans 
soon began to wage on the federal courts. A month 
before his inauguration, Congress enacted the Judi-
ciary Act of 1801, which reorganized the federal courts; 
required the subtraction of the Supreme Court’s next 
vacant seat; and added 16 new federal judicial posi-
tions, almost all of which Adams filled in the waning 
days of his presidency.

Outraged by the prospect that the “Midnight 
Judges” would perpetuate a Federalist sense of the 
Constitution in the courts for years to come, Jefferson 
and his party responded with a series of measures the 
ferocity of which has never been equaled. The Judi-
ciary Act of 1802 preserved the Supreme Court’s sixth 
seat and cancelled the 1801 Act’s reorganization of the 
lower courts. Furthermore, recognizing that forcing 
the newly appointed judges out of their newly created 
seats raised significant constitutional problems—be-
cause, again, federal judges have life tenure—Congress 
suspended the Supreme Court’s operations for a year, 
to prevent the justices from promptly hearing a consti-
tutional case challenging the 1802 Act itself.

And then Jefferson’s party took aim at the 
remaining judges themselves. Most ominously, the 
House impeached Justice Samuel Chase, a vocal Fed-
eralist; the Senate tried him, even calling Chief Justice 
John Marshall as a witness.

How lucky we are that the Senate fell short of the 
two-thirds supermajority needed to convict him. The 
failure of the Jeffersonians to remove Justice Chase 
closed the door on further impeachments, which Fed-
eralists plainly could see coming. “I have just received 
the articles of impeachment against Judge Chase,” 
Chief Justice Marshall wrote to his brother on April 1, 
1804. “They are sufficient to alarm the friends of a pure 
& of course an independent judiciary.”

One and a quarter centuries later, another 
president and his partisans declared another war on 
the Supreme Court. In 1935, the Supreme Court had 
unanimously ruled against President Roosevelt in 
three major cases involving the first New Deal’s sweep-
ing changes in the structure of government, and FDR’s 
attempt to seize control of the independent Federal 
Trade Commission. These were unconstitutional not 
just in the eyes of conservative justices, but also Justice 
Louis Brandeis and the Court’s other progressives.

After his 1936 reelection, President Roosevelt 
dedicated a fireside chat to criticizing the justices and 
calling for new legislation to pack the Court. Catalog-
ing his disagreements with the Court’s rulings, FDR 
asserted that “we have, therefore, reached the point as a 
nation where we must take action to save the Constitu-
tion from the Court and the Court from itself.” Claiming 
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that a “mandate [was] given us” by the voters, he urged 
that “we must have Judges who will bring to the Courts 
a present-day sense of the Constitution,” which would be 
achieved by adding an extra justice—for him to appoint, 
of course—for each seated justice age 70 or older. “There 
is nothing novel or radical about this idea,” he protested, 
moments after explaining that his plan might enable the 
appointment of up to six more justices.

This time, Congress itself rejected FDR’s attack 
on the Court. Though Democrats held majorities in 
both houses, Democratic leaders stifled it in each. The 
Senate Judiciary Committee’s final report denounced 
FDR’s Court-packing plan “as a needless, futile, and 
utterly dangerous abandonment of constitutional 
principle,” which “should be so emphatically rejected 
that its parallel will never again be presented to the 
free representatives of the free people of America.”

Not since then has a president or Congress 
declared this kind of war on the Supreme Court in 
response to the justices’ appointments or decisions. 
But such rhetoric has bubbled up among the Court’s 
most heated, stewing critics. In the 1960s, after 
the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of 
Education spurred “massive resistance” among seg-
regationists, the Georgia House of Representatives 
passed a resolution calling for the impeachment of 
six justices, and before long the John Birch Society 
began a national campaign, emblazoned across bill-
boards and signs and buttons: “Save Our Republic! 
Impeach Earl Warren.”

Years later, after the Supreme Court reaffirmed Roe 
v. Wade’s right to abortion in 1992, conservatives at First 
Things magazine responded to Planned Parenthood v. 
Casey and other recent judicial decisions by question-
ing the very legitimacy of the Court itself. A special 1996 
symposium issue declared that “the Supreme Court itself 
. . . has raised the alarm about the legitimacy of law in the 
present regime. . . . The courts have not, and perhaps can-
not, restrain themselves, and it may be that in the present 
regime no other effective restraints are available. If so, we 
are witnessing the end of democracy.”

But in all of these episodes, and others, we see 
the forerunners of today’s attacks on the Court, in 
both  their substance and rhetoric. Some criticize the 
justices, or the process by which the president and 
Senate appointed them, and declare those justices to 
be inherently illegitimate. Some criticize particular 
decisions, declaring them to be so profoundly wrong 
as to forfeit not just the Court’s legitimacy in that case, 
or its legitimacy in cases yet to come. Some criticize the 
broader trajectory of the Court’s jurisprudence, decry-
ing a judicial sense of the Constitution that threatens 
the “end of democracy” itself. And upon such criticism, 

they perceive a justification for profound changes to 
the Court itself—packing it with extra justices more 
palpable to the critics’ own constitutional taste, or re-
moving the distasteful justices, or simply threatening 
the Court and thwarting it with massive resistance, 
hoping that the Court’s own powers will recede.

A 
NY ACCOUNT OF political attacks on 
the legitimacy of Supreme Court deci-
sions must keep in mind that the Court 
does, in fact, make profound mistakes. 
Casey was one such case; there are 

many others, particularly on the subject of slavery and 
racial discrimination, abortion, and many matters in 
which the justices actively or passively affirmed the 
dehumanization of men, women, and babies deemed 
outside the law’s protection.

The worst example, both in the substance of the 
Court’s ruling and in its consequences, was Dred Scott 
v. Sandford (1857). There the Court rejected not just 
Scott’s fundamental rights as a human being and as a 
citizen, but also Congress’s own power to protect his 
rights through legislation. And in so doing, the Court 
set the nation on a course for Civil War.

Yet in that moment we also see the best example 
of a political response. The Court’s brutal misjudgment 
inspired Abraham Lincoln to the heights of republican 
political discourse, first in his unsuccessful campaign 
for the Senate, and then in his successful campaign for 
the presidency.

Upon swearing his own constitutional oath of 
office, Lincoln delivered an inaugural address that 
grappled firmly but thoughtfully with the logic of the 
Court’s decision, and the logic of the Constitution. After 
explaining why the Court had been wrong to negate Con-
gress’s power to legislate on slavery, he explained how 
the American people might respond against the justices.

Far from rejecting the Court’s legitimacy, he 
stopped short even of rejecting the legitimacy of the 
Court’s order in Dred Scott’s particular case. He would 
not “deny that such decisions must be binding in any 
case upon the parties to a suit as to the object of that 
suit,” and “are also entitled to very high respect and 
consideration in all parallel cases by all other depart-
ments of the Government.” Perhaps the Court would 
change its mind in a future case, limiting the “evil ef-
fect” of its first decision by not allowing the decision to 
“become a precedent for other cases.”

But it was not enough to simply await the Court’s 
change of mind, Lincoln recognized. So he continued:

The candid citizen must confess that if the 

policy of the Government upon vital questions 
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affecting the whole people is to be irrevocably 

fixed by decisions of the Supreme Court, the 

instant they are made in ordinary litigation be-

tween parties in personal actions the people will 

have ceased to be their own rulers, having to that 

extent practically resigned their Government 

into the hands of that eminent tribunal.

Here, stripped of the rhetorical excess that the 
Court’s earlier and subsequent critics displayed, and 
filled with all the wisdom and subtlety that they lacked, 
was the crux of the constitutional issue. The Supreme 
Court is supreme among courts, but 
no more than that. The American 
people do have the power—indeed, 
the responsibility—to question the 
Court’s decisions; to make clear their 
disagreements with the Court’s rea-
soning; and to seek proper means, 
in proper moments, to rectify the 
Court’s misjudgments.

For some this year, such a mo-
ment was Dobbs’s reversal of Roe. 
For others, decades earlier, it was 
Roe and Casey. But for all of us, the 
challenge is to understand the na-
ture of the Court’s legitimacy, and of 
the legitimacy of our own criticism 
of the Court.

 ‘D 
O YOU consider the 
Supreme Court of the 
United States to be 
legitimate or illegiti-
mate?” The Harris Pol 

posed that question in a survey just 
days after Dobbs was finally de-
cided. Sixty-three percent of respon-
dents deemed the Court legitimate; 
37 percent of them deemed it illegit-
imate. Among Democrats, the mar-
gin was narrower, 54 to 46. A month 
later, the Harris Poll reported that 
the Supreme Court had a “net favor-
able” rating of 14 percent—that is, 
50 percent had a favorable view of 
the Court, 36 percent unfavorable.

Other polls suggest a dimmer 
view. NBC News, for example, re-
ported in late August that the Court’s 
favorability was underwater: 36 per-
cent favorable, 42 percent unfavor-
able, though it did not break down 

the responses among Republicans and Democrats.
One can only guess what informs a respondent’s 

“favorable” or “unfavorable” view of the Court. The Har-
ris Poll found that only 25 percent of respondents want 
the Court itself to set abortion standards, which is the 
very thing that the Dobbs Court emphatically ceased 
to do. Perhaps a better sense of the public’s mood is 
reflected in the Harris Poll’s finding that 69 percent of 
the respondents agree that Dobbs “created turmoil” for 
the country.

In any event, the turmoil preceding and following 
the Dobbs decision contained several lines of attack on 

the Court’s legitimacy—all of which, 
again, are echoes of earlier partisans’ 
own attacks on the Supreme Court.

Some attack the legitimacy 
of the justices President Trump ap-
pointed to the Court. By this theory, 
Justice Neil Gorsuch illegitimately 
holds a seat that belongs rightly to 
Merrick Garland, whose 2016 nomi-
nation to succeed Antonin Scalia 
received the silent treatment from 
the Senate’s Republican majority.

Such critics also deny the legit-
imacy of Justice Amy Coney Barrett, 
who received the Senate’s prompt 
approval in the weeks leading up to 
the 2020 presidential election, four 
years after many of the same sena-
tors had cited the upcoming 2016 
election as grounds for not acting on 
Garland’s nomination.

Now, without question, some 
of the explanations proffered by 
Republicans of their refusal to con-
sider the Garland nomination in 
2016 simply do not square with their 
explanations of why they were going 
to vote on Barrett in 2020. So for the 
critics of both Gorsuch and Barrett, 
the hypocrisy of politicians nullifies 
the legitimacy of the justices them-
selves, and of their judicial opinions. 
As Senator Warren put it in her 
December 2021 attack on the Court, 
it was Senate Republicans’ actions, 
first and foremost, that “under-
mined the legitimacy of every action 
the current court takes.”

Others have attacked the le-
gitimacy of Justice Kavanaugh, and 
not just because they reject his de-
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nial of uncorroborated and unsubstantiated allegations 
against him. Even before Christine Blasey Ford accused 
him of assault, Senators Ed Markey and Mazie Hirono 
deemed Kavanaugh unworthy of the Court simply be-
cause he was being appointed by President Trump, who, 
they said, was a “co-conspirator” in criminal activity. 
“His nomination is tainted and should be considered 
illegitimate,” Markey said.

Finally, still others question the legitimacy of a 
Court whose members were appointed by politicians 
whose party does not hold a national political major-
ity. The day after Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s death 
in September 2020, journalist Ron 
Brownstein wrote that if Repub-
licans were able to fill the vacant 
seat (as they did with the appoint-
ment of Justice Barrett), then “it 
would mark the third time a GOP-
majority Senate that represents well 
below half of the US population . . 
. would elevate a justice chosen by 
Trump, who lost the popular vote, to 
the Supreme Court,” raising “enor-
mous questions about the Supreme 
Court’s legitimacy.”

For such critics, therefore, the 
Court’s legitimacy purportedly hing-
es on circumstances utterly discon-
nected from the justices’ own work 
as judges. Our Constitution provides 
for judges to be appointed by presi-
dents, upon the advice and consent 
of senators. So partisan politicians 
choose nonpartisan judges. It might 
seem like a paradox, but seen rightly, 
this exemplifies our Constitution’s 
fundamental republicanism: Even 
our judges are appointed by the 
people’s representatives, not a con-
stitutional deus ex machina.

But for that very reason, the 
Court’s constitutional legitimacy 
surely cannot rest on the politicians 
who appointed the justices; were it 
otherwise, then which justices would 
 not be tainted by the shortcomings, 
even outright venality, of the politi-
cians who put them on the Court? 
Justice Louis Brandeis’s legitimacy 
was not undermined by the fact that 
he was appointed by a racist presi-
dent who was elected with far less 
than 50 percent of the popular vote. 

He was appointed by the Constitution’s process—Pres-
ident Woodrow Wilson nominated him and secured 
the Senate’s advice and consent for his appointment. 
As did Justices Gorsuch, Kavanaugh, Barrett, and all 
of their colleagues.

F 
OR OTHER CRITICS, the justices’ deci-
sions are the source of their alleged il-
legitimacy. Some pin their criticism on 
particular cases—most recently, Dobbs. 
But other critics frame the criticism more 

broadly: Tribe and Gertner, for example, tie the Court’s 
legitimacy (or, by their reckoning, its 
illegitimacy) to the justices’ interpre-
tation that the Constitution limits 
Congress’s power to subject some 
states’ voting laws to Justice Depart-
ment supervision, and the lack of 
more aggressive judicial interven-
tion against states’ gerrymandering 
of electoral districts. All of this, they 
argue, serves to “entrench the power 
of one political party,” creating a 
“uniquely perilous moment that de-
mands a unique response.”

Here, too, the criticism seems 
starkly divorced from the basic 
premise of the Court’s constitutional 
role. The justices hear and decide 
cases under the Constitution and 
other laws of the United States. To 
the extent that such cases stifle the 
power or ambitions of a national 
political majority, what can that 
mean for the Court’s constitutional 
legitimacy? The Constitution itself 
constrains the power and ambitions 
of majorities; and within our consti-
tutional system, the Court was made 
to be the part of government least 
responsive to political majorities.

Critics may reply that the 
problem here is not simply that the 
Court’s decisions impair the power 
of political majorities, but that these 
decisions have simply been wrong. 
Yet even this criticism falls short, 
if for no other reason than the fact 
that the Supreme Court—like any 
other human institution—will in-
evitably get some decisions wrong, 
even when the justices get the final 
word on the subject at hand. “We 
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are not final because we are infallible,” Justice Robert 
Jackson quipped in a 1953 opinion. “We are infallible 
only because we are final.”

One can imagine a scenario in which the Su-
preme Court were to get so many decisions so clearly 
wrong that it would call into question the justices’ own 
capacity to carry out their duties as a court. But even 
the Court’s own critics, focused on a tiny handful of 
particularly controversial subjects in which the Court’s 
decisions are hardly unreasonable, do not attempt this 
argument, nor could they. 

But in considering these critics’ attacks on the 
justices—on their opinions, or on their decisions—one 
is struck by the disconnection between their criticisms 
and their purported reform. Court-packing would not 
change the way that justices are appointed. Nor would 
it improve the Court’s capacity for hearing and decid-
ing legal cases; if anything, packing the Court with 
more justices would only complicate and impair the 
justices’ collective ability to conduct oral argument, 
deliberate together, and write coherent institutional 
decisions. Court-packing would not actually improve 
the Court as a court.

Today’s Court-packers sometimes point out 
that Lincoln and Congress added a 10th seat to the 
Supreme Court during the Civil War; but they ignore 
the fact that this seat was added simply not to “pack 
the Court,” but because a 10th justice was needed to 
govern the new 10th Circuit in distant California and 
Oregon. Lincoln reaped the benefit of appointing 
another justice, of course, but that was an additional 
benefit from legislation enacted to actually improve 
the Supreme Court’s judicial functions. Today’s critics 
would pack the Court for different reasons, and with 
different consequences.

A 
ND THEN THERE are two lines of criti-
cism that have emerged from justices 
on the current Court. First, Justice 
Sonia Sotomayor has suggested that 
the Court’s abandonment of prece-

dents, following a change in personnel, undermines 
the Court’s legitimacy. She pressed this point at oral 
argument in Dobbs. Asserting that Mississippi had 
legislated its abortion restrictions simply “because we 
have new justices on the Supreme Court,” she asked, 
“Will this institution survive the stench that this cre-
ates in the public perception that the Constitution 
and its reading are just political acts?” When Dobbs 
was decided, dissenting Justices Sotomayor, Stephen 
Breyer, and Elena Kagan wrote that the Court’s “le-
gitimacy requires, above all, that we adhere to stare 
decisis in ‘sensitive political contexts’ where ‘partisan 

controversy abounds.’” (So much for Brown v. Board 
of Education.) And they added that “the legitimacy of 
this Court,” which was “earned over time,” can be “de-
stroyed much more quickly.”

In the weeks following Dobbs, Justice Kagan of-
fered a more nuanced discussion of judicial legitimacy. 
Addressing a conference hosted by the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, she defined the Court’s 
legitimacy in terms of “public confidence.” The way the 
Court, she said, “retains its legitimacy and fosters pub-
lic confidence is by acting like a court … by doing some-
thing that is recognizably law-like.” Thus the Court 
does not lose its legitimacy by rendering unpopular 
decisions—and she disclaimed any implication that 
she was referring to specific cases. Rather, she contin-
ued, the Court would maintain the public’s confidence 
by respecting precedent (though “not necessarily in 
every case”), particularly in the aftermath of a change 
in the Court’s personnel. Second, the justices can 
preserve the Court’s legitimacy of “consistent applica-
tion of methodologies that constrain and discipline 
judges,” making clear that their decisions rest not on 
the judges’ policy preferences or value judgments, but 
rather their application of neutral judicial principles. 
And finally, the justices can slow “the pace of change” 
in the law, by narrowing the scope of their decisions in 
particular cases.

Kagan’s account of the Court’s legitimacy de-
serves attention. She is not reflexively criticizing her 
colleagues for the popularity of their opinions, let 
alone the circumstances surrounding their appoint-
ments. And she is not even taking for granted that pub-
lic criticism of the Court’s decisions should be taken at 
face value; the Court, after all, will make unpopular 
decisions that happen to be correct. Rather, her ac-
count of the Court’s legitimacy focuses on the Court as 
a court, in terms of the justices’ basic work of applying 
laws and precedents to decide cases. Her account of 
legitimacy looks first to the Court’s methods, and only 
second to people’s reactions.

A 
S IT HAPPENS, Kagan’s sense of the 
Court’s legitimacy echoes somewhat 
the sense of the late Justice Scalia. He 
expressed this best in Planned Parent-
hood v. Casey, where he dissented from 

the Court’s reaffirmation of Roe.
Throughout his judicial service, from the years 

before Casey through the decades after it, Justice 
Scalia framed the Court’s responsibility, and thus its 
legitimacy, primarily in terms of judicial methodology. 
That is the purpose of the originalism and textualism 
he espoused: Only by interpreting the Constitution 
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in accordance with its original meaning, and only by 
interpreting statutes in accordance with the original 
meaning of their text, could justices faithfully carry 
out their responsibility to act as judges rather than as 
legislators from the bench. “We’re just doing lawyers’ 
work,” interpreting statutes and the Constitution, he 
would sometimes say.

But in Casey he connected the Court’s methods 
to the public’s confidence. Invoking “the twin facts 
that the American people love democracy and the 
American people are not fools,” he warned that the 
Court’s failure to constrain its own discretion with an 
originalist judicial methodology would undermine 
the people’s respect for the Court’s institutional power 
and independence: “As long as this Court thought 
(and the people thought) that we Justices were doing 
essentially lawyers’ work up here—reading text and 
discerning our society’s traditional understanding of 
that text—the public pretty much left us alone.” But, 
he warned, if “our pronouncement of constitutional 
law rests primarily on value judgments, then a free 
and intelligent people’s attitude towards us can be ex-
pected to be (ought to be) quite different.” If the Court 
does not constrain itself with such rules, “then the 
people should demonstrate, to protest that we do not 
implement their values instead of ours.” (Emphases all 
Scalia’s.)

In a sense, Scalia was making the same point 
in 1992 as Kagan in 2022, though with one important 
caveat: Where she was somewhat agnostic in her en-
dorsement of a particular methodology, Scalia clearly 
was not. His account strongly implied a presumption 
that an originalist Court would deserve and maintain 
the public’s respect. Well, perhaps not—if push came to 
shove, Scalia’s account of the Court’s legitimacy would 
seem to rest on the side of method, not the side of mass 
acceptance. But in Casey and his other writings, Scalia 
exuded confidence that the latter would follow from 
the former.

And he seemed to inspire similar confidence in 
the generation of originalists that followed—a confi-
dence that a sufficiently large portion of the American 
people would accept, even celebrate, an originalist 
Court’s decisions. And not without reason: Consti-
tutional originalism became a central tenet of the 
modern conservative coalition, one of the few truly 
unifying aspects of the Republican Party after the Cold 
War’s end.

But by presuming that public support would or 
should follow from originalist methodology, conserva-
tives were wagering either that the American people 
would accept originalist decisions regardless of the polit-
ical stakes, or at least that the public’s lack of acceptance 

would not undermine the Constitution’s rule of law. It 
was a theory for the courts, and a hope for the people.

A 
S IT HAPPENS, Alexander Hamilton 
explored these themes in his own fa-
mous defense of the Supreme Court. In 
Federalist No. 78, he responded to criti-
cism that the justices’ life tenure and 

independence would make them unaccountable to the 
people. Hamilton’s case for the Court, and his account 
of the Court’s constitutional legitimacy, looked both 
to the character of the Court and to the character of 
the people. It is well worth considering today; indeed, 
no explanation of the Court’s legitimacy in America’s 
constitutional system rivals it.

Hamilton’s account, like Scalia’s, starts from the 
premise that the Court’s responsibility is to interpret 
and apply our written laws faithfully. “The interpreta-
tion of the laws is the proper and peculiar province of 
the courts,” he writes. “A constitution is, in fact, and 
must be regarded by the judges, as a fundamental law.” 
When judges face a choice between the Constitution 
and other laws—indeed, even other laws with over-
whelming popular support—then they “ought to regu-
late their decisions by the fundamental laws, rather 
than by those which are not fundamental.”

And Hamilton, like Scalia in his Casey dissent, 
emphasized that the Court’s failure to faithfully apply 
the Constitution would undermine the entire reason 
for creating an independent judiciary separate from 
Congress. If the courts pursued judicial “pretence,” 
substituting “their own pleasure to the constitutional 
intentions of the legislature,” then the people would 
have reason to conclude “that there ought to be no 
judges distinct from” the legislature itself. Hamilton’s 
account of legitimacy therefore rests on both the judg-
es’ method and the public’s at-least-tacit acceptance.

But looking more closely, we can see the subtle 
key to Hamilton’s account of judicial legitimacy. For 
Hamilton, the courts would not just faithfully apply 
the laws; they would also instill public confidence that 
their assertions of judicial power were based exclu-
sively on judicial duty, especially when the courts were 
thwarting popular opinion. Such moments would call 
for “an uncommon portion of fortitude in the judges to 
do their duty as faithful guardians of the Constitution,” 
but if done well they would win the public’s respect. 
“The benefits of the integrity and moderation of the ju-
diciary have already been felt in more States than one,” 
and they have “commanded the esteem and applause 
of all the virtuous and disinterested,” he writes. For 
“considerate men . . . ought to prize whatever will tend 
to beget or fortify that temper in the courts”; anything 
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less would “sap the foundations of public and private 
confidence” and sow “universal distrust and distress.”

Crucially, Hamilton’s account of public confi-
dence did not simply assert or presume that the right 
interpretive method would secure the public’s sup-
port. Rather, he explored somewhat differently how 
the Court’s work would engage the people.

Those who read Federalist No. 78—mostly law 
students and political science majors—know its fa-
mous lines: that the judiciary “will always be the least 
dangerous” branch, having “neither Force nor Will but 
merely judgment.” But in the surrounding lines, Ham-
ilton makes clear what this actually 
entails. First, because the judiciary 
has neither force nor will, it “can take 
no active resolution” in the great 
disputes of the day. Rather, it stands 
neutrally and passively until a case 
reaches it, and then—only then—
can the judges decide the case as a 
matter of judicial duty.

Second, because the judiciary 
is the weakest branch of govern-
ment, “all possible care is requisite 
to enable it to defend itself against 
[the other branches’] attacks.” Ham-
ilton is referring clearly to the judi-
cial independence needed to protect 
judges from direct retaliation by 
Congress. But because he also rec-
ognizes that the people ultimately 
have it within their power to abolish 
the courts’ independence, and that 
they could do so upon losing faith 
in the Court, Hamilton reminds us 
that the justices themselves will 
need to take all possible care to reas-
sure the people that their decisions 
reflect not their “will” but their duty.

And third, the Court can in-
still this confidence by nullifying 
Congress’s laws only as a last resort. 
While no legislation “contrary to the 
Constitution can be valid,” the Court 
must take care not to jump to that 
conclusion. Hamilton makes the 
point twice. He initially notes that 
whenever there happens to be an 
“irreconcilable variance” between 
the Constitution and a statute, the 
Constitution must prevail. But this 
is a very careful choice of words, for 
it reminds us that any reconcilable 

variance should be resolved without striking down the 
statute—rather, by accepting a reasonable interpreta-
tion of the statute that avoids unconstitutionality.

Then he reiterates the point more bluntly. If the 
Court faces a seeming contradiction between the Con-
stitution and a statute, then “so far as they can by any 
fair construction be reconciled to each other[,] reason 
and law … dictate that this should be done.” Again, 
the Court should strike down the statute only as a last 
resort, and only after making clear that the statute’s 
seeming constitutional problem cannot be reasonably 
and faithfully interpreted away.

In all of this, Hamilton is mak-
ing a case not simply for a Supreme 
Court, but for a Supreme Court 
in a republican Constitution. The 
Court’s legitimacy depends on the 
justices’ work—not just in terms of 
how they interpret laws, and how 
they are “bound down by strict rules 
and precedents,” but also in how 
they implement those interpreta-
tions and convey their work to the 
public. And the Court’s legitimacy 
further depends on the people’s 
work, as citizens—not simply giv-
ing a heckler’s veto to the inflamed 
passions of the moment, but by 
considering the Court’s work with 
deliberate reason.

That, then, is the character of 
the Court’s constitutional legitima-
cy. In the Constitution, the Ameri-
can people entrusted great power to 
the Court. In turn, the Court must 
exercise that power—and must be 
seen as exercising that power—only 
as a matter of duty, never as a matter 
of willfulness, in the eyes of citizens 
who judge the Court’s own work in 
good faith.

I N OUR OWN time, this re-
quires much of the Supreme 
Court. As Scalia recognized, 
the Court’s fundamental 
duty points the justices to-

ward constitutional originalism, 
taking the Constitution seriously as 
law that binds not just the people 
and elected politicians but also the 
judges themselves. The justices’ 
constitutional originalism will in-
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cur the criticism of many partisans—including those 
who alternate between castigating the Court for doing 
too much to undermine democracy and castigating the 
Court for doing too little to conjure anti-democratic 
rights more to the critics’ own liking. But that particu-
lar line of criticism reflects more poorly on the critics 
than on the Court. And such criticism bears no connec-
tion to the Court’s legitimacy as a court, rather than as 
a legislature.

Yet Hamilton’s account of the Court’s work—not 
just judicial method, but also judicial temperament—
offers lessons for originalists too, especially those who 
want the Court to do more, and 
more quickly. For certain aspects of 
the modern Supreme Court’s work 
seem increasingly difficult to square 
with the classic conception of the 
Court as a neutral, passive body that 
decides cases not as a matter of will, 
but of duty.

First among them is the Court’s 
power to choose its own cases. For 
nearly a century, since the Judiciary 
Act of 1925, Congress has given 
the justices more and more discre-
tion over its own docket. Instead 
of deciding hundreds of cases each 
year mainly as a matter of obliga-
tion, the justices now decide just 
dozens of cases each year mainly as 
a matter of discretion. This comes 
worryingly close to the very “will” 
that Hamilton disclaimed for the 
federal judiciary; when the justices 
pick their cases, it is difficult to 
say honestly and convincingly that 
the Supreme Court still takes “no 
active resolution whatever” in the 
direction of American government. 
It casts a politicized light across 
the Court’s work by conveying the 
sense that the justices are seizing 
opportunities to decide certain is-
sues. Congress helped to create this 
problem, and it should help to solve 
the problem by amending the 1925 
Act and other statutes that give 
justices discretion over the docket; 
if the Court were obligated by law 
to hear every case in which a federal 
court of appeals had declared a law 
unconstitutional, or every case in 
which the appellate courts had split 

on the question of a law’s constitutionality, then the 
justices would decide many more cases but as a matter 
of duty, not will.

A second reform echoes the first, but it owes 
solely to the justices themselves. In recent decades, 
dissenting and concurring opinions have increasingly 
invited litigants to bring cases teeing up particular 
constitutional issues, or urged Congress to write future 
laws achieving particular policy outcomes. As with 
their selection of cases, a justice’s call for new litigation 
or legislation is neither commanded nor contained by 
the duties of their judicial office. It can be seen only as 

an expression of the justice’s own 
will, anathema to the constitutional 
spirit that Federalist No. 78 em-
bodied. We can only hope that the 
justices will begin to restrain them-
selves more in this respect.

A third reform goes not to 
how cases arise, but  to how they are 
decided. All federal courts have the 
power to grant some form of relief 
not just at the end of a case, but even 
in its early stages—the issuance of 
stays, temporary restraining orders, 
preliminary injunctions, or other 
injunctive relief that binds the par-
ties while the case is proceeding. 
Such orders can completely prevent 
the government from enforcing a 
seemingly unconstitutional law or 
policy until the courts fully resolve 
the litigation The decision to grant 
or deny such relief at the early stage 
of a case is partly a question of law, 
but largely a question of the judges’ 
sense of the harms done by either 
granting or withholding such relief 
while the litigation is making its 
way through the judicial process.

In the Supreme Court, this has 
come to be known as the “shadow 
docket,” since the Court grants such 
relief without the full briefing, oral 
argument, and opinions that char-
acterize the Court’s normal docket. 
By that or any other name—the 
“emergency docket”—this aspect of 
the Court’s work has grown increas-
ingly controversial among progres-
sives, at least inasmuch as recent 
cases have granted emergency in-
junctive relief to religious groups 
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challenging onerous or discriminatory Covid-related 
policies, but not to pro-abortion groups challenging 
Texas’s recent anti-abortion bill.

The Court’s emergency orders reflect in no small 
part the increasingly swift and sweeping powers as-
serted by state governors and federal administrators, 
as well as the lower courts’ own increasingly confident 
issuance of preliminary injunctions with nationwide 
effect. The administrative state is ever accelerating, 
and the courts are keeping pace.

This problem requires reforms to the modern 
administrative state. But it also puts federal justices 
and judges in a position that ill suits their judicial 
character, because of the sheer discretion wielded by 
the judges and because of the speed with which the 
judges can deploy it. Hamilton argued that the execu-
tive branch boasts the most “energy,” but in modern 
litigation it sometimes seems that courts, even the 
Supreme Court, move fastest of all.

This problem is perhaps the most difficult to 
reform, precisely because preliminary relief is and 
always has been discretionary. The Roberts Court’s 
critics and proponents alike would agree that there 
is a legitimate need for such tools in the Court for at 
least some cases: death-penalty cases, religious-liberty 
cases, or still others.

As it happens, the Roberts Court itself has miti-
gated the problem in the last year, by fast-tracking the 
full review of some cases that might previously have 
been the subject of “shadow docket” injunctions in-
stead. But this seems a problem that deserves both the 
courts’ and Congress’s attention. Both bodies should 
study the use of injunctions at all levels of the federal 
judiciary, and either might formulate rules that impose 
more consistency and predictability on their use. Then 
when the Supreme Court uses its emergency docket, or 
when lower courts issue nationwide injunctions, they 
will be less susceptible to charges of politicization.

A 
LL THESE REFORMS focus on the 
courts, especially the Supreme Court, 
with an eye to the constitutional char-
acter, powers, and duties of judges. But 
just as a proper account of the Court’s 

legitimacy looks to both the Court and the people 
themselves, an account of today’s debates over the 
Court should look to the American people—to their 
character, powers, and duties as citizens.

We have no duty to simply accept the Court’s 
judgments. As Lincoln emphasized, we must not abdi-
cate our own fundamental duty, as citizens, to preserve 
our Constitution by governing ourselves through our 
political and civic institutions. But this entails a re-
sponsibility to try to discern, in good faith, when the 
Supreme Court is right and when it is wrong.

We need not all become instant experts in every 
case before the Court; we need to live our lives, and if 
anything, Twitter serves as a daily reminder that even 
lawyers and law professors, though never lacking for 
confidence, fall far short of the ability to judge the 
Court’s work accurately.

But those in a position to help the public better 
understand the Court’s work owe their fellow citizens 
the best and most honest effort to do so. This includes 
our elected leaders, teachers, legal scholars, lawyers, 
historians, and many others.

Too often, however, these are precisely the ones 
who are the least self-restrained in either their condem- 
nation or praise of the Court’s latest opinion. Today it 
is the people closest to the Court who are most likely 
to inflame the “ill humors” that, Hamilton warned in 
Federalist No. 78, encourage “dangerous innovations 
in the government, and serious oppressions of the 
minor party in the community.”

He hoped that dangerous instincts would give 
way “to better information, and more deliberate reflec-
tion,” among the people themselves. So should we.q
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The CDC’s 
Inadequate 
‘Reform Plan’
Rochelle Walensky is out to fix the agency’s nonexistent 
problems and ignore its real ones. 

By Tevi Troy

 T
HE CENTERS FOR Disease Control 
and Prevention is attempting to re-
form itself following its many mis-
steps and overreaches in response to 
Covid-19. The CDC’s failures were so 
numerous and undeniable that the 
agency’s director, Rochelle Walensky, 

had little choice but to admit the obvious in an email 
she sent to her staff detailing her plans for the agency. 
“In our big moment,” she wrote this past August, “our 
performance did not reliably meet expectations.”

By now, everyone knows that the CDC, despite 
its legion of experts and billions of dollars and years 
to prepare, failed during the pandemic. It failed in the 
task of adequately informing the American citizenry of 
facts, failed to rally the medical community, and failed 
to protect the public from illness and death. But few 
people understand why, and they will get no help from 
the CDC’s efforts to explain its failure. The CDC does 
not understand where it went wrong and what chang-
es it needs to make as it undertakes to reform itself. 

Tevi Troy, a frequent Commentary contributor,  is 
a visiting fellow at the Mercatus Center at George Mason 
University and a former Deputy Secretary of Health 
and Human Services. He is the author of four books, 
including Shall We Wake the President? Two Centuries 
of Disaster Management from the Oval Office.
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What’s more, the direction of its new efforts makes it 
highly probable that the agency will keep making the 
same mistakes again and again.

 I N HER EMAIL, Walensky stated: “For 75 years, 
CDC and public health have been preparing for 
COVID-19.” But preparation and actual readiness 

are two different things. And when the SARS-CoV-2 
pathogen appeared in late 2019, the CDC immediately 
made a number of errors that betrayed a lack of readi-
ness. In fact, the biggest mistake was made in the years 
preceding the appearance of SARS-CoV-2. During 
that time, the CDC shifted its focus from the spread of 
communicable diseases to behavioral-health issues. So 
when a new and serious communicable disease hit, the 
agency was caught off guard.

The change in focus was a political response 
to shifting winds. The CDC, along with much of the 
public health community, had begun to view its proper 
mission as addressing health challenges caused by 
human behaviors, such as smoking and poor eating. 
Some of the agency’s new concerns are barely even 
connected to disease. For example, the CDC currently 
lists among its priorities “reducing racial disparities in 
public health,” dealing with “the public health conse-
quences of the climate crisis,” and looking at “the social 
determinants of health conditions in the places where 
people live, learn, work, and play.” We’re talking here 
about an organization originally founded in 1946 to 
combat malaria, not to play fashionable social politics.

It’s clear, looking back, that the CDC’s failure to 
understand its mission and priorities was reflected 
in the earliest blunders of the pandemic. The agency 
demanded that it, and it alone, be in charge of develop-
ing the diagnostic test for the disease. But the test it 
generated proved too flawed to be of use. That didn’t 
stop the CDC from using its position of trust and au-
thority to demand that it continue to develop the test 
and, with enforcement help from the Food and Drug 
Administration, to prevent nongovernmental actors 
from developing tests of their own.

The lack of effective testing in the spring of 2020 
meant that the U.S. was behind the curve from the very 
beginning. This was a fundamental error on which 
further missteps were piled. Testing is the first prior-
ity in pandemics because it is the most critical line 

of defense. It is the very thing that makes possible 
an orderly and fair system of tracking, tracing, and 
isolating infected individuals. The U.S. has typically 
been competent at controlling disease spread via this 
method. For instance, our mostly effective response to 
the Ebola outbreak of 2014 stemmed from our strong 
system of infection controls, which allowed tracers to 
find infected individuals and limit disease exposure. 
SARS-CoV-2 made this kind of response difficult to re-
produce because of its asymptomatic, airborne spread, 
but that only made more urgent the timely develop-
ment of a working test. Other nations were able to 
create tests in impressive time, including Japan, Thai-
land, and South Korea. The U.S. government, under 
the auspices of the CDC, failed miserably.

Another tone-setting mistake made at the start 
of the pandemic was the mask debacle. When the 
CDC’s then-director, Robert Redfield, was asked in 
February 2020 whether healthy people should wear 
masks, his answer was an emphatic no. Only later 
would we learn that this answer had been delivered 
based not on validated research but rather on expedi-
ence. Redfield and other government officials wanted 
to discourage everyday Americans from buying masks 
to maintain a supply for frontline medical workers. 
And they hid their concern. In April, two months after 
dismissing the effectiveness of masks, the CDC sud-
denly shifted gears and recommended mask use with 
an institutional passion. It also took charge of mask 
guidance, which would continue to shift perplexingly 
throughout the course of the pandemic. To this day, 
there is precious little evidence that mask mandates 
were effective against Covid-19 or that the states that 
imposed them did a better job than other states of lim-
iting the spread of the disease. But the CDC, once it had 
dug in, became fanatical on the issue.

The entire saga, spread out over two years, con-
tributed to the substantial erosion of public trust in the 
agency’s claims, pronouncements, and recommenda-
tions. 

The CDC also embarrassed itself—and did untold 
harm—in its handling of school closures. Even in early 
2020, it was clear from data that, unlike the 1918 
influenza virus, Covid-19 was far less harmful to chil-
dren than it was to adults. Yet CDC experts joined in 
on popular anti-science groupthink and shut down 

It’s clear, looking back, that the CDC’s failure to  
understand its mission and priorities was reflected in the 
earliest blunders of the pandemic.
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schools without sufficient regard for the devastating 
impact on children’s education and emotional health, 
and with no options for low-income parents or those 
with special-needs children. Not only was this initial 
decision wrong, but the CDC would advocate keeping 
schools closed long after rational psychologists and 
terrified parents demanded they be reopened for the 
good of kids who were falling behind and suffering 
psychologically. In August 2022, studies would reveal 
that test scores for reading and math had dropped 
dramatically for U.S. nine-year-olds.

This was not just a matter of misjudgment. At 
the start of the Biden administration, the CDC formed 
a wildly inappropriate connection with Randi Wein-
garten, head of the American Federation of Teachers. 
The group was a key donor to and ally to Joe Biden’s 
presidential campaign, and Weingarten’s influence 
appeared to shape the CDC’s back-to-school guid-
ance of February 2021, which recommended, among 
other things, “Universal and correct use of masks” and 
“Physical distancing” of at least 6 feet, conditions that 
would make it exceedingly difficult for many schools 
to open. In the run-up to that guidance, the AFT sent 
an email to the CDC reading, “Thank you again for Fri-
day’s rich discussion about forthcoming CDC guidance 
and for your openness to the suggestions made by our 
president, Randi Weingarten, and the AFT.”

By then, after more than a year of shutdowns, 
parents from across the political spectrum had justly 
concluded that the teachers’ unions had no interest 
in the education of children (and likely never did). As 
Weingarten saw it, if she could keep her union mem-
bers fully paid without working, she was doing her job. 
That she consulted with Walensky on the issue, and 
had a baleful influence on the novice director, will long 
be a black mark on the CDC. And although the agency 
came under an enormous amount of criticism at the 
time for all this, Walensky’s outline for reform in 2022 
makes no mention whatsoever of rethinking this kind 
of unethical political input. 

Finally, there were the eviction-moratorium 
orders. This order was originally implemented by the 
CARES Act in the early stages of the pandemic on a 
temporary basis. After the initial 120-day period ex-
pired, the CDC both extended and expanded the scope 
of the order, without legislative authority to do so.  

Even when rebuked by the courts, the CDC continued 
to push on stopping evictions. This is another bureau-
cratic imbroglio that has not been mentioned in the 
retrospective effort to revamp the agency. Its absence 
means that there is nothing in the works to prevent 
similar mission creep, distraction, and unconstitu-
tional power grabs in the middle of future pandemics.

All of these were significant missteps that con-
tributed to the spread of the virus and exacerbated its 
social and economic costs. The new CDC reform and 
restructuring outline gives little indication that the 
agency has come to terms with the nature of its mis-
steps. The full plan is not out yet, so one might hope 
for some improvements. But what we have seen, in the 
form of Walensky’s email to CDC staff, provides a wor-
rying blueprint.

First, the very people Walensky is relying on to 
assess and reform the agency come largely from within 
the CDC or Health and Human Services. The CDC 
says that it will consult with some sources outside the 
agency, but the leaders of the exercise appear to be in-
ternal. If the problems of the pandemic response make 
nothing else clear, it’s that the CDC needs a significant 
outside perspective, including voices from the private 
sector who would be willing to call out the CDC on its 
many mistakes. Much of the bungling since early 2020 
has come from internal efforts to manage bad news 
cycles in lieu of squarely fixing problems. A largely self-
directed cleanup effort could mean more of the same.

The next cause for suspicion is that Walensky’s 
email talks about the development of an equity of-
fice at the CDC. How exactly would the creation of an 
equity office address the many failures of the agency’s 
SARS-CoV-2 response? It wouldn’t. In fact, it’s an idea 
in keeping with the CDC’s problematic instinct to put 
energy and resources toward political trends that have 
little to do with the controlling disease.

Walensky’s plan to better disseminate infor-
mation is a worrisome example of this politicizing 
trend. She said in an interview that the CDC needs 
to “become more versatile in how we speak to the 
American public.”  Elaborating, she complained: “We 
have not historically been challenged by social media 
and disinformation.” But this conflates two  things.  
Social media may challenge CDC assertions, but those 
challenges are not necessarily inaccurate just because 
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If the problems of the pandemic response make nothing 
else clear, it’s that the CDC needs a significant outside 
perspective, including voices from the private sector.
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they come from social media.  And while there is some 
information out there that is disinformation, we have 
also seen articles and tweets taking issue with the CDC 
on legitimate grounds. In failing to make these impor-
tant distinctions, Walensky compounds the concerns 
of those who question some of the CDC’s conclusions.

The main thrust of Walensky’s plan is its bias in 
favor of CDC “action” in future pandemics. As Walen-
sky herself said, “my goal is a new, public health action-
oriented culture at CDC that emphasizes accountabil-
ity, collaboration, communication, and timeliness.” A 
legitimate line of mainstream criticism holds that the 
CDC is more of an academic institution than an elite 
pandemic-fighting unit. Walensky’s expressed desire 
to make it a more effective pandemic-response entity 
is, therefore, understandable. But an endorsement of 
more “action” in and of itself is not necessarily going 
to solve the CDC’s problems. Indeed, much public trust 
was squandered each time the CDC took actions that 
made little scientific or practical sense. If a bias toward 
action means moving more quickly on bad ideas such 
as eviction moratoriums, mask flip-flops, and prohibi-
tions on private test-development, it will simply multi-
ply the agency’s mistakes.

S O WHAT WOULD an effective restructuring and 
reform plan actually look like? First, it would 
make room for a much larger role for the private 

sector in responding to public health emergencies. 
Many if not most of the failures of the SARS-CoV-2 
response can be fairly placed on government’s shoul-
ders. The successes, however, have largely come from 
private industry—this includes the development of a 
vaccine in record time. While the government assisted 
in funding the vaccine work, it wisely did not develop 
a vaccine, as the CDC had tried and failed to do with 
early Covid tests. The CDC, FDA, and HHS, in general, 
have a wariness of the private sector that can limit the 
potential for cooperation. Operation Warp Speed, the 
effort that produced a working vaccine, was a success 
only because it eschewed the traditional mistrust that 
prevails when the government works with private 
industry. For this reason, a serious CDC reform plan 
would explicitly recognize that the private sector is 
the most likely future source for cures, therapeutics, 
vaccines, and other key pandemic countermeasures.

A true CDC reform effort would also entail a sig-
nificant move away from behavioral health and back 
toward the agency’s original communicable-disease 
focus. One reason that the CDC has wandered off 
course is that Congress does not authorize the CDC as 
it does other key agencies. This is because the CDC was 
originally created via executive action, not legislative 
language. Some specific actions are authorized, and 
Congress does appropriate funds for CDC activities, 
but the lack of authorization limits Congress’s ability 
to create an overall mission for the CDC, to conduct 
oversight, and even to control the director, as it is not a 
Senate-confirmed position. A congressional authoriza-
tion with an emphasis on the agency’s role in stopping 
communicable diseases would help get the CDC back 
on track.

The agency’s behavioral-health focus is a prob-
lem for a number of reasons. First, and most obvious, 
is the matter of resources. Even after the pandemic, its 
$10.7 billion 2023 budget request calls for spending 
approximately $3.6 billion on chronic-disease preven-
tion, environmental health, and occupational safety 
and injury prevention. This is more than it will spend 
on communicable diseases ($3.5 billion).

Consider how this misallocation plays out in 
terms of available hands. The CDC has 21,000 em-
ployees and contractors. During the pandemic, the 
agency reported that its “base field presence” included 
upwards of 500 staff and more than 7,000 personnel 
“actively supporting the response.” Why, at the height 
of the biggest public health crisis in a century, was 
only one-third of available personnel working on the 
response? What exactly were the other 14,000 people 
doing?

That the agency now views behavioral health  
the same way it views communicable diseases reveals 
a deep misunderstanding of its own role. The CDC was 
originally tasked with stopping pathogenic threats, 
be they natural or man-made. Yes, bad behaviors kill 
millions of Americans. But using tobacco or eating 
unhealthily are personal choices that present a cat-
egorically different challenge from that of a pandemic. 
Furthermore, a serious pandemic could have civiliza-
tion-altering, or even -ending, implications. In the face 
of such possible consequences, relevant government 
agencies must be clear on the nature of their mission.

A true CDC reform effort would entail a significant move 
away from behavioral health and back toward the agency’s 
original communicable-disease focus.
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In fact, the CDC’s obsession with behavioral 
health was arguably at the heart of its faulty approach 
to Covid-19. Here’s how. The U.S. government typi-
cally has a set of go-to responses to pandemics. These 
include international monitoring; testing, tracking, 
tracing, and isolating; and distribution of medicine 
and equipment from the strategic national stockpile. 
In response to Covid, all of these defenses failed. We 
were too trusting of Beijing to realize that Chinese of-
ficials were wildly untruthful about what was happen-
ing in Wuhan. The testing failed for reasons outlined 
above. And when the virus hit, the strategic national 
stockpile, despite billions in spending, contained no 
effective countermeasures for coronavirus.

Faced with the failure of its three lines of defense, 
the CDC (and the public health bureaucracy) decided 
that Covid mitigation was primarily a behavioral chal-
lenge. It focused on non-pharmaceutical interventions 
(NPIs) to deal with the emerging crisis. In a technologi-
cally advanced society such as ours, NPIs are supposed 
to be a last resort, but we were left with them as the 
only available tool. The CDC’s behavioral recommen-
dations included social distancing, mask-wearing, and 
school closures. And just as the CDC takes a moralistic 
view of what it considers to be unhealthy behaviors 
that lead to chronic disease, it took a moralistic view of 
those who did not comply with its recommendations 
regarding SARS-CoV-2. 

The more the CDC lectured the public about 
what it deemed appropriate behavior, the more it 
alienated Americans who harbored legitimate as well 
as illegitimate doubts about the agency’s recommen-

dations. What’s more, the lack of clarity in the science 
about SARS-CoV-2 meant that the CDC couldn’t provide 
much credible evidence that its approach was the right 
one. Even comparing states that went in a restrictive di-
rection with those that were more lax made for a fairly 
muddy picture. In fact, a National Bureau of Economic 
Research study found that “the correlation between 
health and economy scores is essentially zero, which 
suggests that states that withdrew the most from eco-
nomic activity did not significantly improve health by 
doing so.” Thus, public trust in the CDC eroded.

For this reason, any viable CDC reform plan 
must look to close the trust gap that opened up dur-
ing the pandemic. The University of Chicago’s Harold 
Pollack, a liberal public health expert, has written 
cogently about the public health community’s unfor-
tunate inability to speak to people with a conservative 
mindset. The CDC and other public health entities are 
obsessed with all kinds of diversity—except diversity 
of thought. Finding a way to reach out to Americans of 
all political stripes must be an essential element of any 
serious reform.

And that’s a daunting task. But a good first step 
would be for the CDC to acknowledge its actual fail-
ings. As it stands, the reform effort is being steered 
by insiders who believe that the agency was not in-
terventionist and political enough in its response to 
Covid. It’s not at all clear that the reforms the CDC is 
pursuing will solve its manifold problems. And those 
problems will probably yield more-tragic results than 
those we’ve already witnessed should we someday get 
hit with a pathogen even worse than SARS-CoV-2.q

As it stands, the CDC’s reform effort is being steered by 
insiders who believe that the agency was not interventionist 
and political enough in its response to Covid.
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The Jews  
of the Jews
The mindset behind the New York Times’ slander of Hasidim

By Moshe Krakowski

 O
N SEPTEMBER 11, the New York 
Times published a 6,900-word 
exposé of New York State’s Ha-
sidic yeshivas under the title “In 
Hasidic Enclaves, Failing Private 
Schools Flush with Public Mon-
ey.” According to the Times, the 

state’s 100-plus Hasidic boys’ schools fail their students 
“by design,” subjecting them to “levels of educational de-
privation not seen anywhere else in New York.” Teachers 
beat students routinely. Graduates come out unemploy-

able and thus unable to escape. And all this on the tax-
payers’ dime. Protected by the powerful bloc vote they 
control, Hasidic leaders have been bilking Jane and Joe 
Taxpayer for huge amounts of illicit funds to run these 
schools—over $1 billion just in the past four years.

This all sounds horrible. But is it true?
Reporters Eliza Shapiro and Brian M. Rosenthal 

throw around a lot of numbers to give the impression 
of in-depth reporting. But if you look more closely, it 
becomes obvious that they began with their findings 
and chose the numbers to match.

In fact, the article lines up point by point with 
the platform that anti-yeshiva activists have been 
pushing for years. And while Shapiro and Rosenthal 
say they interviewed 275 people, most weren’t Ha-
sidim. The reporters admit that only a few dozen of the 

Moshe Krakowski is a professor at the Azrieli 
Graduate School of Jewish Education at Yeshiva Uni-
versity where he directs the doctoral program. He stud-
ies Haredi education and culture.
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Oh the Protestants hate the Catholics
And the Catholics hate the Protestants
And the Hindus hate the Muslims
And everybody hates the Jews

—TOM LEHRER 
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people they spoke with still live in the Hasidic commu-
nity, all of them fierce critics of the yeshivas.

These 275 activists and critics hold important 
views that deserve to be heard. But so do the thousands 
upon thousands of Hasidim who disagree with them. 
Shapiro and Rosenthal ignore these people completely. 
Amazingly, the reporters made only a single visit to an 
actual Hasidic yeshiva. They didn’t talk to any parents 

who support the schools just as fiercely (they aren’t hard 
to find). And—this is actually hard to believe—it appears 
that they didn’t bother contacting current school ad-
ministrators until after the article was nearly complete.

The result? The entire article approaches Ha-
sidim as other, as if they somehow don’t belong to the 
rest of American society. One billion dollars sounds 
enormous—indeed, it is made to sound enormous, 
since the piece could have said the annual amount is 
$250 million but instead multiplied it by four to hit 
the 10-figure jackpot. But we are talking about a huge 
group of schools, and per student, this actually comes 
out to a few thousand per year, and much if not most 
of that is directed to funding school lunches and child 
care. For comparison’s sake, New York City spends 
$30,000 per pupil in public schools. Twenty percent of 
the Hasidic schools’ $1 billion came from a one-time 
stimulus Covid-19 payment the schools received during 
the pandemic. The article manages to make these run-
of-the-mill expenses sound sinister. Take this account:

The city voucher program that helps low-

income families pay for child care now sends 

nearly a third of its total assistance to Hasidic 

neighborhoods, even while tens of thousands 

of people have languished on waiting lists. 

The program provides more than $50 million 

a year to Hasidic boys’ schools that claim the 

end of their regular school day as child care, 

records show.

Yeshiva Imrei Chaim Viznitz in Bor-

ough Park had 735 boys enrolled in 2019, state 

records show, and collected funding from 650 

vouchers that year, city records show. Parents 

there said administrators coached them on 

applying for vouchers and other programs.

Are Hasidic schools wrong to “claim” the end 
of the school day as child care? The Times can only 
insinuate here, since the article presents no evidence 
this isn’t a completely legitimate use of these funds. By 
contrasting Hasidic children to the tens of thousands 
languishing on waiting lists, the reporters are imply-
ing that Hasidic children somehow deserve child-care 
vouchers less than “regular” children. Why? Moreover, 

for any other community, the 
last sentence would likely have 
read: “Parents at School X say 
that the school has been ex-
tremely helpful in guiding them 
through the bureaucratic red 
tape that often makes it difficult 
for them to secure funding.” If 
about a low-income community, 

this might even have been the focus of a positive pro-
file: “How schools help parents access the funds they 
need.”

This bias clouds the article’s conclusions, even 
the weightiest ones. Shapiro and Rosenthal allege 
rampant physical abuse within Hasidic schools. This 
part of the article is as painful to read as the subject is 
important. That’s why it’s crucial to get the story right. 
There are substantial anecdotal data that Hasidic 
schools employed regular corporal punishment within 
recent memory, long after most American schools had 
abandoned the practice. Yet there’s also substantial 
anecdotal evidence that this is no longer the case, and 
that Hasidic schools have stepped back dramatically 
from corporal punishment in the past decade. Shapiro 
and Rosenthal mention the change, but only to mini-
mize it—using shocking stories to paint the practice 
as commonplace without clarifying how prevalent it 
currently is.

Only one piece of hard data appears. In 2019, we 
are told, students at a dozen Hasidic schools uniformly 
flunked standardized tests in math and English, a 
worse outcome than for any other students in the 
state. These are real numbers, although it’s worth not-
ing that they may not be as meaningful as they seem; 
Hasidic schools use their own internal metrics that 
they take more seriously than state tests, which means 
that it’s possible students sit for state exams pro forma 
without actually trying to succeed on them. This aside, 
Shapiro and Rosenthal don’t contextualize their block-
buster finding clearly. These are not the only Hasidic 
schools that took the test in 2019. Why cherry pick 
these 12 schools? The article doesn’t say and the data 
don’t appear to be publicly available.

And how do these results compare to other 
schools in New York? Those data are available, and in 

Amazingly, the reporters made only a 
single visit to an actual Hasidic yeshiva. 
And they didn’t talk to any of the parents 
who support the schools fiercely.
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a deeply dishonest move, Shapiro and Rosenthal fudge 
them. They artfully avoid comparing Yiddish-speaking 
Hasidic students with other so-called English language 
learner (ELL) students in New York. Instead, they set 
these kids against “schools that are majority ELL,” 
which they claim perform “exponentially” (sic) better. 
Here’s the relevant comparison: In 2019, only 9 percent 
of current ELL students in New York City public schools 
passed the English exam.

More important than test results is the claim 
that Hasidic yeshivas mire students in multigenera-
tional poverty. The article includes several long and 
tragic personal histories about Hasidic teenagers who 
tried to leave their communities and encountered seri-
ous obstacles because of how poor their English and 
math skills were. These are affecting accounts worth 
telling. But they’re still only part of a much more com-
plicated story. What about those who stay, or those 
who leave and don’t report such difficulties? It would 
have been just as easy to find and discuss people at the 
other end of the spectrum. Like the mother I know who 
is both a Satmar Hasid and an adjunct professor at a 
major university; or the Satmar linguist; or the Hasidic 
Ph.D. student in history; or the bio-engineer from the 
Bobov sect; or his neighbor who remains in a Bobov 
enclave while sending his children to a Modern Or-
thodox school outside the community; or the ex-Hasid 
who directs digital technology 
at a major cosmetics brand and 
credits her upbringing with her 
success.

But, you might object, sure- 
ly those people aren’t represen-
tative of most Hasidim. No, they’re 
not. There are probably some-
thing like 200,000 Hasidim in 
New York State, so it would be hard to provide an ac-
curate picture of what Hasidic life is like by focusing 
on those with advanced degrees, or those who pursue 
more secular education. A small number of individ-
ual stories, in either direction, is simply a distortion. 
Which is precisely the point. What’s really needed is 
a clear picture of Hasidic job and income outcomes 
overall, and Shapiro and Rosenthal don’t address ei-
ther question. By using a small, hand-selected group 
of individuals as stand-ins for an enormous and varied 
population, the article appears to tell readers a lot 
more about Hasidim than it really does.

What it tells them is that Hasidim are terrible. 
You’d be hard-pressed to distinguish many of the 
comments readers left on Shapiro’s and Rosenthal’s 
article with commentary taken from a neo-Nazi web-
site. Readers felt no qualms bashing Hasidim in terms 

that would certainly sound anti-Semitic if applied to 
any other Jews—as “virulent,” “hermetic, anti-science, 
selfish,” a “small, extremist cult” following “a closed, 
brutal way of life” that endangers other New York-
ers by “spread[ing] disease.” “Interesting [that] they 
are willing to take from society but not participate in 
society.” “Politicians are afraid of them.” “They may 
lack a formal education but are savvy enough to find 
every legal loophole to benefit them.” “Maybe next the 
Times can investigate male genital mutilation?” (Some 
commenters added healthy doses of Islamophobia and 
anti-black racism for good measure, invoking “madra-
sas,” the Taliban, and “welfare queens” to decry New 
York Hasidim.)

To the extent that readers expressed sympathy 
for Hasidim, it was as victims of their leaders. It seems 
obvious from Shapiro’s and Rosenthal’s reporting that 
people must be held captive in these cult-like com-
munities. But people do leave Hasidic communities, 
for many reasons—not only the ones the article de-
tails, but others, too. People also choose to join them. 
By many metrics, Hasidic communities are among 
the most attractive and vibrant Jewish communities 
around. They offer a life that many people love. The 
article doesn’t give readers the faintest idea that this 
might be so, much less why it might be so.

In one commenter’s words, “This article de-

scribes what is essentially child abuse.… There is not 
a word here about the joy of learning, the pleasures of 
friendship, independence of thought, or growth into 
one’s own individual self.”

Indeed. Readers of this article would never know 
that Hasidic life—including Hasidic schools—contains 
joy and friendship and growth in spades.

It’s not just the New York Times. Everyone, espe-
cially other Jews (including supposed experts on Hare-
dim), “knows” something about the ultra-Orthodox 
Jews who go by the group term “Haredim,” including 
but not limited to Hasidim. The “knowledge” is inevi-
tably negative. It is also bewilderingly contradictory. 
In academia, in the news media, in books, movies, tele-
vision, and Netflix specials, Haredim—and in particu-
lar, Hasidim—are portrayed both as backwards and 
ignorant, and slick and conniving; as exotic “others” 
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By using a small group of individuals as 
stand-ins for a varied population, the 
article appears to tell readers a lot more 
about Hasidim than it really does.
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who are also monolithically dull, drab, and humorless; 
as radical Trumpists who also hold the Democratic 
New York machine in the palm of their hands.

None of these characterizations is true. Haredi 
society is complex, vibrant, flawed, and deeply hu-
man—as all communities are. Above all else, Haredi 
society is just that: a society. It’s not a fanatical cult 
where people sit in divine contemplation all day 

thinking about the Torah and Talmud. It’s not a hyper-
controlled autocracy where people have to follow the 
rabbis or else their lives are ruined. Overall, it’s not a 
particularly poor community, or a particularly wealthy 
one—and it’s certainly not on the verge of collapse, as 
many non-Haredim both predict and hope. Its educa-
tion system doesn’t look anything like modern public 
schools, but contra the hyperbolic claims presented in 
the Times, it is very effective at preparing students for 
life—just not the life secularists think these students 
should have.

Which raises the question: Why are oversimpli-
fied and often deeply distorted portraits of Haredim so 
commonplace?

The answer, sadly, is that the mere existence 
of the Haredim challenges all sorts of claims about 
religion and modernity that other Jews, in particular, 
hold sacred. These radically countercultural Jews go 
out of their way to reject society’s values and norms, 
and so validate everything other Jews secretly fear. 
They are a living embrace of the idea that the Jew is 
different. For reminding everyone of this, they are ei-
ther scorned, or reduced to a shtetl fairy tale, or more 
often, hated.

When it comes to Haredim, the rules of polite 
discourse do not apply, and generalizations, prejudice, 
and bigotry are proffered as self-evident fact.

If, as Tom Lehrer sang, “everybody hates the 
Jews,” whom do the Jews hate?

Haredim. They are the Jews of the Jews.

A T THE LOWEST level—in movies and on 
TV—portrayals of Haredim are so outlandish 
that  they go beyond slander into a new cat-

egory of hostile caricature. In recent years, cartoonish 
versions of ultra-Orthodox life have appeared in the 

Netflix drama Unorthodox, the Netflix reality show 
My Unorthodox Life, and then the documentary An 
Unorthodox Education.

Notice a pattern?
Each of these shows offers audiences around 

the world what’s often their first and only look at such 
Jews. Yet each presents Haredi Judaism solely from 
the perspective of those who have rejected it. Each por-

trays Haredim negatively. And 
each adopts regressive attitudes 
toward Haredim that rely on a 
narrow set of tropes: Eastern 
European accents, dark drapes, 
bad sidelocks, and clueless rab-
bis; clever business sharks, 
slumlords and secret money, 
politicians in one’s pocket; re-

pression of the masses by corrupt leaders, communal 
ignorance, dual loyalties—and so on.

Most important, Jews are involved in running 
these shows, and they are similarly involved in news 
media, academic Jewish studies, and a good chunk of 
the cultural infrastructure of New York City. In these 
contexts as well, distorted portrayals of Haredim al-
low more liberal Jews to feel comfortably superior in 
their own practices while ignoring the impact that 
these portrayals might have on perceptions of Jews 
around the country. While insular Jewish publica-
tions may overflow with cycles of op-eds and think 
pieces either bemoaning or celebrating these shows, 
most ordinary Americans will have no idea that these 
depictions of Haredi Jews are even open to question. 
Nor will most viewers distinguish between Haredi 
Jews, Modern Orthodox Jews, and religious Jews of 
any kind. Average Netflix viewers will understandably 
presume that these onscreen portrayals give them an 
accurate, insider’s view into the world of Orthodox 
Judaism.

You might think that at the very least an edu-
cated intellectual consumer could develop a fairly 
accurate understanding of Haredim by reading aca-
demic literature, or by carefully reading the news. You 
would be wrong. In fact, academics and journalists 
are a major source of the problem, not the solution. 
As Eli Spitzer, a Hasidic-school headmaster in London 
who writes for Mosaic, has noted, it is “the defective 
treatment of Haredim by academics—almost always 
Jewish—that has trickled down into the fantasies of 
popular culture.” The result is a cascade of distortion 
that starts within academia, moves down through the 
media, and empties itself into our collective conscious-
ness in a form that bears no resemblance to the actual 
lives lived by Haredim.

When it comes to Haredim, the rules 
of polite discourse do not apply, and 
generalizations, prejudice, and bigotry 
are proffered as self-evident fact.
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D EMOGRAPHICALLY and sociologically, Hare-
di Judaism is a remarkably successful Jewish 
response to modernity—perhaps the most 

successful. Haredim make up the most rapidly grow-
ing segment of American Jewry. According to one 
estimate, more than 40 percent of all Jews under 20 in 
New York (the center of Haredi life) speak Yiddish as a 
first language. The 2020 Pew report on American Jew-
ish life estimates that 1 in 10 Jews in North America 
under age 30 is Haredi (and there are good reasons to 
think this is a serious undercount).

Beyond sheer numbers, the eruption of an en-
tire cultural, economic, and religious infrastructure 
around Haredi sensibilities has transformed Jewish 
life well beyond the borders of Haredi communities. 
Yet most Americans know very little about this cul-
ture—even (or especially) scholars and journalists who 
focus on American Judaism. Take the 2020 Pew study 
of American Jews. This massive survey aimed to cap-
ture basic information about American Jews: demo-
graphics, beliefs, practices, religious engagement, etc. 
This was an important opportunity to uncover much-
needed information about the rapidly growing Haredi 
community. Yet choices baked into the Pew study’s 
design all but guaranteed that few Haredim would 
participate. Pew chose not to administer a version of 
the survey in Yiddish; they used paper ballots rather 
than phone surveys, ensuring 
that most Hasidim would toss 
this foreign-language (English) 
mailing in the trash; and they 
did not recruit any Haredim to 
help conduct interviews, which 
might have discouraged buy-in 
from Haredi respondents.

The previous Pew data 
from its survey taken from 2013–15 claimed to provide 
a reliable sample of Haredim but offered a picture that 
was absurd to anyone with even a passing knowledge 
of Haredi communities. Only 76 percent of the Hare-
dim this poll described avoided handling money on 
the Sabbath, where the number is likely close to 100 
percent. Similarly, 15 percent of the previous survey’s 
Haredim supposedly attended non-Jewish religious 
services at least a few times a year, and 1 percent of 
Haredim put up a Christmas tree.

If Pew had been serious about capturing the 
Haredi community, it could have conducted such a 
survey. But Haredim are, as they always have been, a 
sideshow to the larger American Jewish self-concep-
tion, even as they now represent the most vital and 
fertile Jewish culture and religion in the U.S.

The academic study of Haredim in America has 

distorted its subject, sometimes inadvertently, in three 
major ways. The first is the streetlight fallacy—the 
problem of looking for evidence where it’s easiest to 
spot, rather than where it’s actually most abundant.

Most researchers access Haredi culture through 
public records, newspaper articles and advertise-
ments, websites and chat rooms, op-eds, popular lit-
erature, and rabbinic pronouncements. Scholars use 
this material to try to understand what Haredim think 
and how they navigate modernity.

Much of this work examines material in English 
and ignores Yiddish-language output. But even where 
Yiddish is included, this approach has built-in limits. 
Online discussions, position papers, wall posters, and 
arguments that take place in the public sphere involve 
only a small—very nonrepresentative—portion of the 
community. And they tend to focus on especially con-
troversial and polarizing issues, amplifying the ideo-
logical aspects of the Haredi communal experience at 
the expense of many others. This kind of material gives 
us insight into the opinions of those who are in the 
‘‘business of ideas.’’ But it tells us little about the daily 
lives and cultural worlds of most other community 
members—what in other contexts has been termed 
‘‘everyday” or “lived” religion.

Yes, it’s hard to go into Haredi communities—
particularly Yiddish-speaking ones—and get to know 

them from the inside. It’s much easier to analyze the 
transcripts of a month’s worth of Internet chats or 
the back catalogue of a Haredi book publisher. It may 
seem compelling to look at the speeches and polemics 
of a particular communal leader and pass that off as 
insight into a community. Yet interesting as such ma-
terial is (and it is interesting), it simply doesn’t give a 
complete picture of Haredi life and culture.

Moreover, without insider knowledge and fa-
miliarity with Yiddish, it’s easy to misinterpret this 
material. Even otherwise capable scholars in this field 
sometimes betray such a lack of basic familiarity with 
Orthodox communities that they make laughably ab-
surd errors. Researchers frequently don’t know what 
they don’t know.

One of the classic works of American Haredi 
sociology, Samuel Heilman’s Sliding to the Right, often 

Haredim are a sideshow to the larger 
American Jewish self-conception, even 
as they now represent the most fertile 
Jewish culture and religion in the U.S.
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cited as a foundational study in this field, placed a 
large ultra-Orthodox community in Skokie, Illinois. 
In point of fact, there were, at the time, few if any 
real Haredim in Skokie. Skokie is home to one of 
America’s most vital Modern Orthodox communities. 
The Modern Orthodox live traditional lives, keep the 
Sabbath and observe dietary laws, and center their 
lives on their community. But unlike Haredim, they 

participate fully in secular daily life. This mistake was 
an artefact of Heilman using written sources in place 
of direct field research. He likely relied on the fact that 
many residents of Skokie listed Yiddish as their first 
language on the 2000 census—but these were non-
Orthodox Holocaust survivors, not Haredim.

Similarly, researchers who aren’t deeply familiar 
with Orthodox communities may not distinguish prac-
tices unique to particular Hasidic groups from those 
that all Orthodox Jews share. For example, the gener-
ally excellent recent book American Shtetl, by Nomi M. 
Stolzenberg and David N. Myers, describes the men-
strual purity laws standard among all Orthodox Jews 
as Hasidic practices analogous to women’s head shav-
ing and men’s daily use of a ritual bath (mikvah). In 
reality, only the latter two are unique to Hasidim, and 
neither was unique to the particular Hasidic group the 
book describes.

The second problem is subtle. Most research 
on American Haredim focuses on topics of interest 
to people like the researchers themselves—Western 
academics. (In academia, this is referred to as using 
etic categories of meaning.) Such research—on Haredi 
menstruation practices, reproductive agency, the nu-
ances of language use, race, or LGBTQ issues—is genu-
inely interesting. Still, it tells us almost nothing about 
what life looks like through Haredi eyes, and within 
the categories of meaning that Haredim themselves 
understand (what social scientists term emic catego-
ries). Rather, it views Haredim mainly in terms of the 
ways they deviate from contemporary liberal thought. 
The result is a completely “othered” account of Hare-
dim. Studies that seek to understand American Haredi 
worldviews on their own terms are vanishingly rare.

To date, only a handful of academic studies have 
examined Haredi life in the U.S. on its own terms, un-

covering the everyday patterns of culture and meaning 
that American Haredim claim for themselves. Thank-
fully, two excellent studies have appeared in the past 
year: the previously mentioned American Shtetl, on 
the Satmar Hasidim of Kiyras Joel, and A Fortress in 
Brooklyn, by Nathaniel Deutsch and Michael Casper, 
on the Satmar Hasidim in Williamsburg.

Both these books offer remarkably detailed and 
well-researched accounts of im-
portant aspects of Satmar life 
that would make sense to Satmar 
Hasidim themselves. A Fortress 
in Brooklyn tells a particularly 
complicated story without judg-
ment or rancor. It doesn’t sugar-
coat complex and sometimes 
troubling issues in the Satmar 

community—such as members’ sometimes unpleasant 
relationship with other minority neighbors and other 
kinds of Jews—but it also doesn’t slip into the trap of 
minimizing or falsifying Satmar Hasidim with simplis-
tic narratives. This is the only contemporary academic 
work on Hasidim that Hasidim themselves have told 
me that they recognize themselves in.

But the Satmars are only one Hasidic grouping 
among many, albeit the largest. Moreover, neither 
book offers a comprehensive treatment of Satmar 
society: One examines Satmar involvement in Wil-
liamsburg real estate while the other explores Satmar 
legal battles over the foundation of an autonomous 
Satmar town in upstate New York. For the most part, 
then, we are still left with giant question marks about 
basic features of Haredi Judaism in the United States.

To be absolutely clear: I’m not looking for academ-
ics to engage in Haredi hagiography and glorification. 
The Haredim do enough of that themselves, and the 
triumphalist Haredi attitude toward other Jews is deeply 
frustrating. But the handful of works that have engaged 
Haredim on their own terms point the way to serious, 
careful research. Between othering Haredim and Haredi 
hagiography, there’s plenty of space for real research and 
data, if only researchers were interested in capturing it.

What does a day in the life of an average Haredi 
woman or man look like? What jobs do these people 
hold? What activities do they engage in? What are 
their basic categories of thought—that is, what filters 
do they use for processing the world, and what topics 
take up their mental energy? How and when do they 
get married? Where do they vacation? What do their 
families look like? What do students actually learn all 
day in Haredi schools?

How about basic information about Haredi com- 
munities? How many Haredim are there in the United 

Between othering Haredim and Haredi 
hagiography, there’s plenty of space for 
real research and data, if only researchers 
were interested in capturing it.
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States? What is the quality of life for Haredi communi-
ties? What is the crime rate in Haredi communities? 
What do they eat, what kinds of cars do they drive, 
where do they live, how are their living spaces orga-
nized?

We don’t even have a consensus about what it 
means to be a part of the Haredi community. Is it a 
question of which school one sends children to? Which 
yeshiva or rebbe one affiliates with? The neighbor-
hood one lives in? Is being Haredi a state of mind, a 
worldview, a religious belief? (Or does it just involve 
intoning ponderously, “It is forbidden”?)

How does Haredi life differ among commu-
nities? How are Hasidim different from Yeshivish 
Haredim? What’s the difference between Baltimore 
Yeshivish and Lakewood Yeshivish; how are Satmar 
Hasidim different from Skver, Bobov from Belz?

We simply don’t know any of this with any speci-
ficity. Israeli academics, while frequently quite an-
tagonistic to Haredim, have nonetheless managed to 
produce a robust literature that captures basic aspects 
of Haredi life in Israel. The Israel Democracy Institute 
was recently able to compile a 200-page-plus bibliog-
raphy of research on Israeli Haredim. I don’t think an 
American version would run to more than a few pages. 
Bits and pieces of this work have appeared here and 
there, but in totality, the great myths of Haredi life 
are reproduced over and over, 
leaving most American Jews 
wondering, as Eli Spitzer has put 
it, “who the hell are these people, 
and why are they still here?”

The failure of academia 
to capture the Haredi experi-
ence using Haredi categories of 
meaning has led to the creation 
of a whole school of literature that explores the many 
problems of Haredi society but never bothers to un-
derstand that society as it understands itself. It’s a 
failure of the system, and the resulting lack of genuine 
comprehension creates a gap that is filled by anecdote 
and prejudice.

This takes us directly to the third problem with 
academic research on Haredim, which is the most trou-
bling. In theory, academics should be well positioned to 
help the rest of us understand the Haredi phenomenon 
and to relate to it without resorting to simplistic tropes. 
But most of these academics are other Jews, and they 
sometimes conflate their own religious differences 
from Haredim with the attempt to understand them. 
Academic writing then serves as cover for more subjec-
tive personal and religious responses to Haredim.

Whether Haredi religious approaches and social 

structures are right or wrong is a fascinating religious 
problem from within religious Judaism. But it gets us 
no closer to answering the kinds of questions that aca-
demic study is supposed to answer. For my own part, 
for example, the underlying religious assumptions 
that underpin much of contemporary Hasidism don’t 
resonate with me at all. I’m not personally Hasidic, and 
I find the Hasidic world culturally foreign and strange, 
even as I can see the meaning and value it has to those 
who partake of it. But these personal musings have no 
value to anyone besides me. They are no more relevant 
to my endeavor to study Haredim than my religious 
differences from evangelical Christians would be to my 
studying American Christianity.

Some Jewish academics’ focus on their own reli-
gious differences gives them a mental license to speak 
about Haredim in ways that they would never speak 
about other people. I’ve experienced this firsthand. 
Whereas in education-research settings, my work is 
received as entirely unexceptional, academic Jewish-
studies audiences have routinely responded to even 
the most anodyne research I’ve conducted on Haredim 
with remarks similar to those that show up in the com-
ments sections of the New York Times.

For example, I am interested in how students 
develop minority religious worldviews within the 
context of majority cultures. At a small workshop in 

2019, I presented an analysis of seventh-grade English 
instruction in one Hasidic school that I’d observed, 
videotaped, and coded. In the class, the teacher tried 
semi-successfully to use examples from Harry Potter to 
explain dramatic arc in novels. Some of the workshop 
participants, all researchers of contemporary Judaism, 
accused me of lying.

What was so troubling about this pedestrian 
anecdote? Since it’s a central pillar of belief among 
Jewish non-Haredim that Hasidim do not educate 
their children, including in basic English literacy, sug-
gesting that a Hasidic school was teaching the concept 
of dramatic arc (with Harry Potter no less!) appar-
ently contradicted convictions these colleagues held 
so firmly that they responded not with curiosity but 
with anger and groundless accusations. If your data 
complicates “common knowledge” about Haredim, 

There is a whole school of literature that 
explores the many problems of Haredi 
society but never bothers to understand 
that society as it understands itself. 
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you’re either misinformed or in the pocket of the rab-
bis (something I’ve likewise been accused of).

Anytime that I suggest that there is something 
interesting or compelling about Haredi education, 
some of my audience are shocked and outraged. They 
literally can’t believe that I don’t apply a reflexively 
negative lens to Haredim and Haredi institutions and 
practices. Protests that I am not interested in either 

the goodness or badness of Haredim, but in simply 
understanding how their education works, are met 
with mute incomprehension. It doesn’t seem to strike 
such listeners that it is outrageous to stereotype and 
vilify the members of an entire community this way. 
The sad truth is that these same colleagues would be 
horrified by speech like this about any other minority 
group—and rightly so.

This prejudice doesn’t just harm Haredim; it can 
also lead to bizarre academic results. Chaya Nove, a lin-
guist and postdoctoral scholar at Berkeley—who also 
happens to be the practicing member of the Hasidic 
Satmar community I mentioned above—has noted 
that the ideological anti-religiosity of Yiddish linguists 
had led to the complete erasure of Hasidic Yiddish 
from empirical linguistic studies of Yiddish. (Thank-
fully, since her article on this matter appeared in 2018, 
research on this subject has spiked.) The absurdity 
of this decades-long dearth of research on the only 
communities in the world in which Yiddish remains a 
living language can be understood only in light of the 
othering of Hasidim that informs much contemporary 
academic Jewish research.

I F ACADEMICS HAVE failed to capture Haredi life 
as it really is, journalists have actively distorted it 
in more pernicious ways.

Claims made in the mainstream media about 
other minority groups are uniformly backed by reams 
of data, contextualized six ways to Sunday, and, if they 
are negative, framed as cautiously and with as much 
explanatory context as possible. Not in this case.

For example, everyone knows that Haredi lead-
ers keep Haredim deliberately uneducated, right? 
That’s the starting point of the New York Times hit 
piece, inspired by the massive media campaign run by 

ex-Hasidic activists who want the government to regu-
late Haredi schools. This half-a-million-dollar-a-year 
crusade has included the New York Times, “documen-
taries,” op-eds in major outlets, and massive lobbying 
of public officials to intervene in these schools. But hav-
ing spent more than 15 years doing research in Haredi 
schools, I recognize the campaign’s characterization of 
them as deeply misleading. To my knowledge, none of 

the journalists reporting on this 
fight has directly entered these 
schools (with one exception) or 
sought to understand how they 
function. Nor have they both-
ered to interview the more than 
100,000 parents who pay thou-
sands of dollars a year to send 
their children to Haredi schools 

precisely because of the education they receive there. 
Media coverage is driven by activists, Twitter (but I 

repeat myself), academics who have no direct experience 
with Haredi education, and the certainty of dogmatic 
refrains about what “everybody knows.” In fact, while 
Haredim may not engage in much secular pop culture, 
they are far from ignorant or unschooled—something 
that is completely obscured by media coverage.

Similarly, these articles state without qualifica-
tion that New York City and state politicians don’t try to 
appeal to Haredim but rather seek to “pander.” For ex-
ample, when the executive director of Common Cause 
New York attacked then–mayoral candidate Andrew 
Yang for defending New York yeshivas from their critics, 
she described him as “pandering to an extremist bloc.”

Putting aside the characterization of Haredim as 
extremist, another troubling presumption underlying 
the “pandering” trope is that everyone knows that, in 
their ignorance, the Haredi masses will do what their 
leaders tell them. This is supposedly why they form an 
indivisible bloc of voters worthy of a politician’s court-
ship. Anyone who has spent more than 10 seconds in 
a Haredi community knows full well that Haredim are 
incredibly fractious, skeptical of authority, and don’t 
always simply follow marching orders. In fact, like ev-
eryone else, they vote for the candidates who support 
issues that are important to them.

And when it comes to Haredi communities’ sup-
posed poverty, everyone knows they are all on welfare. 
Haredim are a drain on city and state resources, suck-
ing up funds with their deliberate ignorance—right? 
Actually, the Times’ assertions notwithstanding, we 
have no idea whether Haredim, on the whole, are poor-
er than other groups in New York State. (And if they 
were, wouldn’t they deserve sympathy and help like 
everyone else?) Haredi communities certainly don’t 

Having spent more than 15 years doing 
research in Haredi schools, I recognize 
the activist campaign’s characterization 
of them as deeply misleading.
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feature the sorts of markers that typically indicate pov-
erty. They mainly comprise stable, two-parent families 
and have extremely low levels of violent crime. Claims 
about this subject often gloss over the extremely large 
family size in Hasidic communities, which often quali-
fies Hasidim for government benefits even when they 
earn salaries that are above average.

Among Hasidim, even individuals who earn low 
salaries frequently do so for ideological rather than 
educational reasons. My interviews with school prin-
cipals have revealed a strong anti-elitist ethos when it 
comes to the occupations their students might pursue 
after graduation. Community members value labor, 
blue-collar or otherwise. Because spiritual meaning 
comes from Judaism and not work, Hasidim do not care 
whether someone is an accountant or a car mechanic, 
as long as he is able to pay his bills. There are very few 
families in Hasidic communities whose adult members 
simply don’t work at all, as opposed to the common por-
trayal of a world in which men sit studying Talmud all 
day for the balance of their lives. My own data on the oc-
cupations of fathers of students in a school belonging to 
the Satmar Hasidic group, for example, demonstrated 
a male populace that was almost entirely employed. 
Fewer than 3 percent of the fathers had no occupation 
listed in school records (which in itself doesn’t mean 
they weren’t employed; school records in Hasidic 
schools are often spotty at best, 
and some parents simply refuse 
to list their occupations).

Journalistic accounts of 
Haredim tend to fall into a hand-
ful of categories. It is rare to find 
an article that is not about some 
claimed Haredi malfeasance, an 
account of rebels within the 
community, or the accounts of those who have left the 
community. A recent Times of Israel article about Frida 
Vizel, an ex-Hasid who gives tours of the Satmar com-
munity in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, notes that “those 
hoping to hear any judgment of the Hasidic community 
will leave Vizel’s tour very disappointed. Her goal is sim-
ply to educate outsiders about the Hasidic lifestyle and 
the reasons behind the community’s insular nature.” 
The journalistic presumption here is that any overview 
of Hasidic life will be negative, and that this is what 
visitors are hoping for; in this context, Vizel’s lack of 
judgmentalism stands out as curious.

Benign treatment is so unusual that a complete-
ly anodyne Buzzfeed article in 2019, “America’s Ortho-
dox Jews Are Selling a Ton of the Products You Buy on 
Amazon,” produced a flood of appreciative comments 
from Haredim. The article said nothing positive about 

Haredim—it simply portrayed an interesting phenom-
enon within Haredi society (the robust presence of 
Haredim running businesses through Amazon Mar-
ketplace). But because it wasn’t an account of malfea-
sance or criticism from ex-community members, it was 
greeted with relief and joy.

But these are the rare exceptions. It is precisely 
such banality that is missing from most accounts of 
Haredim, replaced by either faux nostalgia, outrage, or 
suspicion. From ex-Hasidim to the Modern Orthodox 
to those cultural New York Jews for whom Judaism is 
Zabar’s and Chinese food on Christmas, explanations 
for the very existence of Haredim range from conspira-
cy theories to bewilderment. As one Hassid plaintively 
said to me just after the Times’ yeshiva article came 
out, “I just want people to treat me like a normal per-
son. They treat us like we’re aliens.”

We think of the medieval blood libel as the pur-
est example of Jew hatred prior to the Nazis, but how 
did those blood libels seem to those who believed 
them? They thought the Jews were killing babies! 
Every manifestation of Jew-hatred throughout history 
has justified itself on the basis of the alleged crimes of 
the Jews, and a shockingly large percentage of them 
were supported by the accusations of other Jews. 
From medieval disputations and Talmud burnings, to 
Enlightenment Jewish critics of Hasidim, other Jews 

have often framed their more traditionalist brethren 
as a problem to be solved—usually through state or 
religious coercion.

The Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment—a key 
intellectual movement that applied liberal rationalist 
ideas to the folkways of Jewish life in Europe in the 
late-18th century and onward into the 19th—provides 
the best parallel to, and historical roots of, our cur-
rent situation. While today’s Haredim differ in many 
ways from their 19th-century counterparts, today’s 
academics, journalists, and activists often sound much 
like the proponents of the Jewish Enlightenment, the 
maskilim. In 1816 the maskil Josef Perl wrote a tract 
to the Austrian authorities he called “On the Nature 
of the Hasidic Sect” in which he explained (falsely, as 
it turns out) that the Hasidim are all impoverished, 
their Rebbes all frauds, and that they plot against good 

My interviews with school principals 
have revealed a strong anti-elitist ethos 
when it comes to the occupations their 
students might pursue after graduation.
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Christians and the state on a regular basis. In 1797, the 
maskil Jacques Calmanson wrote about Hasidism: “It 
should undoubtably be expected that the authorities 
will undertake immediate and effective measures to 
put a check on the further spread of such a dangerous 
sect.… Why should not the country in which this rep-
tile breeds, and not only Jews, fear its ferocity.”

Marcin Wodzinski, a leading scholar of Hasidism, 
has demonstrated at length the degree to which such 
maskilik accounts of the Hasidim were built on igno-
rance and prejudice. For one thing, he shows that while 
maskilim assumed that all Hasidim were poor, the 
hasidim were perfectly well-off. Yet maskilic claims still 
hold tremendous weight in the narratives told about 
Hasidim (and other Haredim) to this day: ideas about 
all-powerful rabbis who control the ignorant masses, 
incredible Hasidic poverty and the movement’s glori-
fication of indolence, Hasidic anti-Christian prejudice 
and xenophobia. All these, and more, originate with the 
maskilim, are pervasive today, and were deeply flawed 
even at the time of their original writing.

Wodzinski describes the maskilic attitude in 
terms that need little adjustment to fit our current age:

Similarly reprehensible was aversion to mod-

ern, secular science, which, in the opinion of 

the maskilim, was essential to dragging the 

Jewish people out of a state of civilizational 

backwardness. But the most important accusa-

tions focused on the most fundamental issues 

of supposed Hasidic obscurantism, which we 

can see to mean the argument around the 

bourgeois ethos and lifestyle, which Hasidism 

in fact rejected and the maskilim saw to be the 

only real ones.

Or, as one contemporary ex-Hasid complained, 
“I didn’t even know who the Beatles were!”

The Haredi rejection of contemporary cultural 

mores sticks in the craw of many enlightened Jews. Like 
the maskilim, they frame Haredi life in ways that are not 
necessarily anti-Semitic themselves, but that can cer-
tainly be used to justify anti-Semitism of the worst kind.

This all has real-world consequences. Society’s 
lack of knowledge about Haredim and its lack of em-
pathy for them make for a deadly brew. Haredim in 
the New York area have been subject to near-constant 
anti-Semitic attacks over the past few years, rang-
ing from physical assaults to swastikas on buses to 
slurs hurled at little children to broken windows and 
defaced schools. But hardly any of these attacks have 
been more than a blip on the local news. It may come 
as a surprise to those outside the Haredi community to 
know that a Haredi attack has occurred nearly weekly 
—sometimes even daily—over the past two years.

Haredim are the most visibly Jewish Jews. They 
are also the last Jews to resist the adoption of a purely 
Western, enlightened worldview. The anthropologist 
Jonathan Boyarin has described them as being racial-
ized in ways other Jews currently aren’t, “the result not 
only of prejudice against them but also as the result of a 
certain refusal of whiteness on their own part.” Even—
no, especially—other Jews code Haredim as deviant, 
dangerous, and threatening. Thus, the unending hate 
directed at Haredim is ignored. Until they are actually 
slaughtered, as they were almost three years ago in a 
Jersey City supermarket, no sympathy (and certainly 
no empathy) is offered for the hate directed their way. 
Nobody even notices. An anti-Semitic mass rampage in 
Lakewood, New Jersey, in April that left people in criti-
cal condition barely made the local news. Even after the 
Jersey City attack, a member of the Jersey City govern-
ment opined that the Haredim had it coming to them.

Why does this community provoke so much 
outrage?

Usually, the answer I receive is that they deserve 
it. They really are that bad.

Everyone knows.q
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Politics & Ideas

The  
‘Lifeworld’ 

That Gorbachev 
Ended

What the Soviet 
Union really was

By Gary Saul Morson

 T
HE DEATH of Mikhail 
Gorbachev has occa-
sioned an irresolvable 
debate about whether 
the USSR’s final pre-

mier deserves posthumous credit 
(or blame) for the collapse of the 
Soviet Union or whether he was 
actually fortune’s fool—a man who 
hastened the destruction of a civili-
zation he wished to save. But what 
was that civilization? What is it 
that constitutes what German his-
torian Karl Schlögel calls its “life-
world,” its elemental assumptions 
about values and practices? With 
the Soviet Union receding into the 
mists of history, how can one prop-
erly summarize its eight-decade ex- 
istence, especially since the USSR’s 
elementary assumptions about val-
ues and practices differ so radically 
from ours?

We sometimes call the 1900s the 
“American century,” Schlögel ob- 
serves, but it could almost as well 

be called the Soviet century. By 
choice or force, some 18 countries 
adopted the Soviet model and, with 
it, a distinctive way to live and to 
understand life. When the USSR 
collapsed in 1991, much of its life-
world went with it, but many ways 
of thinking persisted. Indeed, it 
was the Russian seizure of Crimea 
in 2014, an action born of President 
Putin’s Soviet KGB training, that 
prompted Schlögel to write his new 
book, The Soviet Century (Princ-
eton University Press).

This is not a conventional history. 
Schlögel has chosen a form rather 
more like an encyclopedia or an an-
thology of quotations, presenting 
disparate pieces of information in 
arbitrary order—60 essays of vary-
ing length. The author compares 
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himself to a “flaneur,” a strolling 
observer wandering from place to 
place and reporting what he sees. 
As a whole, Schlögel has designed 
what he calls a musée imaginaire 
to provide us with an “archaeology” 
of Soviet life. Sections of The Soviet 
Century cover everything from the 
workings of doorbells and com-
munal apartments to the distinct 
feel of Soviet museums to a famous 
collection of Russian avant-garde 
art to the endless queues that oc-
cupied vast amounts of people’s 
time. Each of these sections relies 
on Schlögel’s personal experiences 
from his first visit to the USSR in 
1966 onward and is supplemented 
by extensive research.

Two previous studies of Soviet 
civilization also found intriguing 
ways to capture its distinctiveness. 
Yuri Slezkine’s The House of Govern-
ment: A Saga of the Russian Revo-
lution (2017 ) focuses on a build- 
ing near the Kremlin where top So-
viet officials lived and, more often 
than not, were arrested. No less bril-
liant, Orlando Figes’s The Whisper-
ers: Private Life in Stalin’s Russia 
(2007) re-creates the moral maze 
and dangerous choices defining 
personal and family life in the 
USSR. Both these works, like Schlö-
gel’s, are mammoth in scope and 
scale. And that is fitting, because 
gigantism itself, gargantuan under-
takings motivated by a single plan, 
defined the very spirit of Soviet life. 
Let us build the biggest dam or mill 
or plant to show our unsurpassed 
achievements! But do not bother to 
inquire whether the project makes 
economic sense or how many lives 
it will cost to build it.

Consider Magnitogorsk, a city 
created from nothing in the 1930s 
to produce steel. Here is Schlögel: 
“Viewed from the air, it seems to 
be a pink, artfully created gigantic 
plaything, hurled down by titans…. 
Looked at closer… it is a grandiose 
silhouette of chimneys and blast 

furnaces, blackened by fire and 
rust. And from the ground, it is a 
landscape of iron and steel, smoke 
and gas, so vast that it seems point-
less to try to ride around it.” It 
consists of dozens of plants, blast 
furnaces, rolling mills, and finish-
ing mills that “produced more steel 
annually than Canada… and al-
most as much as the whole of Great 
Britain.” More than 10,000 Soviet 
businesses depended on it.

As Stalin never tried to conceal, 
Magnitogorsk was built by slave 
labor—dispossessed bourgeois, “ku-
laks,” or other groups for whom 
forced work would constitute reed-
ucation. Working at temperatures 
that sometimes dropped to 30 below, 
“the combined male and female 
workforce lived in tents, caves, and, 
later, huts—often with up to eight 
hundred people squeezed into con- 
fined spaces.” Needless to say, safety 
precautions did not exist, and end- 
less industrial accidents occurred: 
“No one has counted how many fell 
from the scaffolding, froze to death 
during excavations, or were killed 
by collapsing buildings and explo-
sions.” And this was true of other 
gigantic projects, such as the Dnipro 
Hydroelectric Power Station Dam, 
built with the help of enthusiastic 
Americans who lived in their own 
housing, and, most notoriously, the 
Belomor Canal, which consumed 
tens of thousands of lives and, be-
cause it was too shallow, proved al-
most entirely useless except for rafts.

The core problem with Magni-
togorsk and comparable Soviet en-
terprises was the presumption that 
technology, like Marxist-Leninist 
ideology, was fixed and permanent. 
Such enterprises could not readily 
adapt to change and so grew more 
and more outmoded. That is the 
difference between an American 
steel town like Pittsburgh and Mag-
nitogorsk, which is today economi-
cally unviable, unhealthy, and may 
have to be abandoned.

Just as human lives were re-
garded as an infinite resource—you 
could always arrest more people—
so nature was viewed either as so 
vast that it could not be damaged 
or, in Schlögel’s words, as “an ad-
versary, an enemy to be fought, 
defeated and eliminated.” Like the 
“anarchic” capitalist economy, na-
ture represented the “elemental” 
world humanity had been given. 
Bolshevism, by contrast, embodied 
conscious, rational planning, which 
was far superior. Humanity would 
rule, rather than be ruled by, natu-
ral and economic forces. That was 
what Friedrich Engels meant by 
“the leap from the kingdom of ne-
cessity to the kingdom of freedom.”

The “Plan” therefore became 
an almost mystical entity. It was 
human will itself. Given time, a 
plan could accomplish literally any-
thing. Death would soon be a thing 
of the past. The idea of the om-
nipotent plan defined Bolshevism 
from the beginning. Leon Trotsky 
concluded his classic Literature 
and Revolution with a vision of 
a world entirely remade to suit 
human desires. “Communist life 
will not be formed blindly, like the 
coral islands, but will be built con-
sciously” and so “life will cease to be 
elemental,” he declared confidently. 
“Through the machine, man in So-
cialist society will command nature 
in its entirety, with its grouse and 
its sturgeons.” Trotsky’s “grouse 
and sturgeon” passage, as it has 
come to be called, also affirmed:

The present distribution of 

mountains and rivers, of fields, 

of meadows, of steppes, of for-

ests, and of seashores cannot 

be considered final. Man has 

already made changes in the 

map of nature…. But they are 

mere pupils’ practices in com-

parison with what is coming. 

Faith merely promises to move 

mountains; but technology, 
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which takes nothing “on faith,” 

is actually able to cut down 

mountains and move them…. 

In the end, he [man] will have 

rebuilt the earth, if not in his 

own image, at least according 

to his own taste. We have not 

the slightest fear that his taste 

will be bad.

The Soviets never got around 
to using atomic bombs to destroy 
unwanted mountains, but right up 
until the end they planned literally 
to reverse the course of northern 
rivers.

Is it any wonder that the sheer 
scale of the pollution engendered by 
Soviet enterprises staggers the imag-
ination? In Magnitogorsk, black 
 snowflakes fall and, writes Schlö-
gel, “there have been many days 
when the city has been shrouded 
in clouds of… sulphurous yellow 
soot…. Every hectare of the city area 
received seven tons of poison fall- 
out annually.” While Magnitogorsk 
“ranked highest in every publica-
tion about air and water pollution” 
and experienced the highest in- 
cidence of cancer, the whole coun-
try has been subject to one prevent-
able disaster after another. Nuclear 
waste has been tossed into rivers 
and lakes, deposited directly on 
the ground, or dumped into the 
Barents Sea. In other countries, lo-
cal interests or civic organizations 
can publicize and oppose such 
practices, but the whole point of 
Bolshevik totalitarianism was that 
everything is subject to a single 
centralized power. How else could 
there be a single plan?

Everything was political, includ-
ing the most widely distributed 
cookbook, The Book of Tasty and 
Healthy Food (first edition 1939). 
Reference works were not supposed 
to be neutral. In its three editions, 
the Great Soviet Encyclopedia en- 
deavored to offer an ideologically 
consistent presentation of human 

knowledge. As Schlögel points out, 
its editors mocked the very idea 
of “objective facts” as bourgeois. 
A proper “class standpoint” deter-
mined what was real, even when 
it differed from what was empiri-
cally observable. Quotations were 
altered. The past was always in 
flux. The Party line of the moment 
determined what was fact.

For the encyclopedia’s editors, 
the key problem was that the Party 
line kept shifting and prominent 
people kept becoming unmention-
able, and so already published vol- 
umes had to be repeatedly revised. 
“It may well be the case that never 
before was a literary work subject-
ed to such systematic revision with 
the aid of the censor’s pen and razor 
to strike out, scratch out or erase of-
fending faces,” Schlögel observes. 
“People who were once known to 
every Soviet citizen became unper-
sons and to have known them was 
an offense.” The book was not only 
a Who’s Who but also a Who’s No 
Longer Who.

If I may cite a case from my 
own experience: After secret police 
chief Lavrenty Beria was shot in 
1953, the University of Pennsylva-
nia library received instructions to 
cut out and discard certain pages 
(on Beria) from the Great Soviet 
Encyclopedia and paste in new ones 
(on the Bering Strait). I was amazed 
to discover that the Penn librarians 
had actually done so!

It wasn’t safe to be either au-
thor or editor of this encyclopedia. 
Signed articles disappeared: “Few 
of the prominent editors… died a 
natural death or even lived to see 
the completion of the edition.” And 
it was death or a Gulag sentence 
for statisticians who conducted the 
1937 census of the Soviet popula-
tion and ascertained that there 
were 7.5 million fewer people than 
Stalin required. The statisticians 
who conducted the 1939 census ar-
rived at the desired figure.

S CHLÖGEL’S MOST reveal-
ing chapters focus on the 
conditions of everyday life. 

Living space was always on every-
one’s mind, and it was common to 
denounce someone to the secret 
police just to get their few square 
meters, a fate that befalls the hero 
of Mikhail Bulgakov’s posthumous-
ly published novel The Master and 
Margarita (1967). The memoirist 
Nadezhda Mandelstam recalled:

Future generations will never 

understand what “living space” 

means to us. Innumerable crimes 

have been committed for its 

sake, and people are so tied to 

it that to leave it would never 

occur to them…. Husbands and 

wives who loathe the sight of 

each other, mothers-in-law and 

sons-in-law, grown sons and 

daughters… all are wedded to 

their living-space and would 

never part with it.

Countless people lived in a kom-
munalka (communal apartment), 
and until 1958 it was the basic 
type of urban dwelling. A unit that 
had been an upper-middle-class 
apartment before 1917 became the 
residence of between 40 and 60 
people. Living in such conditions, 
recalled the Nobel Prize–winning 
poet Joseph Brodsky, “bares life 
to its basics: it strips off any illu-
sions about human nature. By the 
volume of the fart, you can tell who 
occupies the toilet, you know what 
he/she had for supper as well as for 
breakfast. You know the sounds 
they make in bed.”

Long lines for the toilet formed 
each morning. Endless quarrels over 
the common areas, the kitchen, 
and the electric bill shaped quotid-
ian life. You might be living with a 
prostitute who brought her clients 
to her piece of a room or with a 
brawler who came home drunk in 
the middle of the night. When the 
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doorbell rang, you listened first to 
the tone, to see if it was for your 
apartment, then for the number of 
rings, which specified which person 
was called. Neighbors reported on 
one another. When refrigerators 
came in, families kept them in their 
own room so that others could not 
pilfer food. People living this way, 
according to one observer, were 
“condemned . . . to a permanent war 
against one another from which no 
one can escape and in which they 
all without exception are doomed 
to become the victim of a never-
ending battle.” As Slezkine points 
out, these arrangements did more 
than anything to form Soviet psy-
chology, so that the whole Soviet 
Union might be described as one 
communal apartment.

In fact, there were worse liv-
ing conditions, such as unheated 
hostels, barracks, or, as with the 
builders of Magnitogorsk, tents. All 
such arrangements were supposed 
to be temporary, but to understand 
the Soviet Union is to grasp that it 
endured a perpetual state of tem-
porary emergency.

Schlögel devotes an entire chap-
ter to toilets, which, as every West-
ern visitor could have testified, were 
always shocking. Nauseating does 
not begin to describe them. And 
we are talking not about remote 
outhouses but places where one 
might expect something different: 
“No sooner did you leave the world 
of high culture—the public rooms 
of the Bolshoi Theatre, the Lenin-
grad Philharmonic, the galleries 
and museums and the better or 
even the best hotels—than you, as 
a user of public toilets, were con-
fronted with conditions that for 
simplicity’s sake we may call revolt-
ing, disgusting, and intolerable.” 
On long train journeys, you would 
find toilets “that with the best will 
in the world were barely usable or, 
alternatively, at a stop along the way, 
you would see passengers relieving 

themselves in standing-only toilets 
that did not even have swing doors 
to separate them off.” In communal 
apartments, families had their own 
toilet seats, which hung on the lava-
tory wall.

In the first years after the Revolu- 
tion, anti-bourgeois sentiment mo- 
tivated the destruction of decent fa-
cilities, even in the best hotels. “The 
rhetoric that extended the class 
struggle to interiors, bathrooms, and 
 toilets” fueled vandalism, Schlögel 
notes. Like churches, clean toilets 
had to be destroyed.

Things did not improve as early 
revolutionary fervor faded. The 
reason, Schlögel surmises, is that 
no one took responsibility for spac-
es neither monumental nor private. 
“Semi-public” spaces belonged to no 
one. Foreigners were also shocked 
by “the neglect, indifference, filth, 

and vandalism” reigning “where it 
is least expected: in areas inhab-
ited by average middle-class people 
so that visitors from outside are 
immediately struck by the sharp 
contrast between the apartment 
and the staircase, between the pri-
vate and semipublic.” In entryways 
and stairways, nobody changed 
burnt-out light bulbs or repaired 
broken windowpanes. Waste bins 
that would not close stank, graffiti 
disfigured the walls, and everyone 
threw junk on the staircase.

Everything changed when so-
cialism ended. People experienced a 
tualetnaya revolutsiia (toilet revo-
lution) as soon as public toilets 
were transferred from municipal 
to private control. Once there was 
money to be made by charging for 
clean facilities, they were available. 
“Then it suddenly became pos-
sible to find clean, brightly lit, and 
regularly cleaned toilets,” Schlögel 
reports. “The introduction of pay 
toilets may have been the most 
important sign in many people’s 
minds” that the Communist era 
was over.

Something similar happened 
when apartments were privatized. 
Starting in the 1950s, the Soviets 
began to build endless prefabricat-
ed apartment buildings containing 
tiny flats with paper-thin walls and 
inadequate bathrooms, which at 
least allowed people to escape com-
munal living. As soon as tenants 
could own their apartments, they 
installed new windows, acquired 
burglar-proof doors, and renovated 
bathrooms. “Since tenants were re-
placed with owners,” Schlögel ob-
serves, “the main entrances, which 
used to be open to everyone at all 
hours, [were instead] fitted with 
an access code or perhaps even an 
intercom.” People now began to 
concern themselves with stairways 
and other public areas. “Changes of 
this kind call for a radical rethink,” 
Schlögel remarks. Socialism, as a 

iSchlögel 
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an entire chapter 
in his book to 
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distinct and distinctively destruc-
tive set of attitudes toward prop-
erty, makes people inconsiderate, 
irresponsible, and indifferent to 
others.

Perhaps no experience characte-
rized Soviet life more than the queue. 
As the historian Elena Alexan-
drovna Osokina observed, “almost 
the entire nation stood in the Soviet 
queue. . . There were depressed and 
angry queues, queues in which you 
stood for hours and queues that 
went on for days.” There were also 
invisible queues, including lists 
with years’ long waits for a car or an 
apartment. “In fact,” Osokina re-
lated, “many people ended up frus-
trated because the entire Soviet era 
turned out to be shorter than the 
queues it had produced.”

People hired others to stand in 
line. Men regarded queuing as wo-
men’s work and resented having to 
do it. An essential constituent of 
Soviet experience was spending the 
night at the entrance of a depart-
ment store. People became abusive, 
and, conducting a sort of Soviet 
Gallup poll, secret-police agents 
pretended to be ordinary citizens 
in line so they could overhear com-
plaints and thus ascertain popular 
opinion. The only thing never in 
short supply was queuing itself. 
From interior ministry files for 
1938–39 we learn that on the night 
of April 13–14, 33,000 customers 
waited outside stores; on April 16– 
17, it was 43,800. Very few people 
read books while in the lines be-
cause they were on the watch for 
queue jumpers. People even spent 
their vacations waiting in lines.

Folk from the countryside who 
grew food came to the cities, and 
especially to Moscow and Lenin-
grad, to wait in lines to buy the very 
food they had grown. The explana-
tion for this paradox was that the 
Plan allotted food and gave the 
most to favored cities. Just 2 per-
cent of Soviet people “lived in Mos-

cow in 1939–40, but it received 40 
percent of the eggs and meat, over 
25 percent of the fats, cheese and 
woolen textiles…. Over 50 percent 
of all available consumer goods 
went to Moscow and Leningrad.” A 
country that before the Revolution 
(and again in recent years) was a 
major food exporter suddenly ex-
perienced famine.

Ultimately, Schlögel observes, 
what stood in line was time itself: 
“The queue [was]… the literal ex-
pression of stasis, zastoi.” Think 
how many man hours were wasted 
this way, and how counterproduc-
tive the whole system was. But 
efficiency is a concept belonging to 
the market.

When socialism ended, so did the 
queues. What had been accepted 
as a blind natural process, an in-
evitability everywhere and always, 

turned out to be the result of a dys-
functional system based on central 
planning.

It wasn’t just shopping that 
wasted time. Almost everything 
demanded permits, often several, 
obtainable from offices where cli-
ents were regarded as nuisances. 
The appropriate person was often 
away from his desk. No one else 
knew when he would return and 
no one would take over his job. 
Dostoevsky refers to an emotion he 
called “administrative ecstasy,” the 
sheer pleasure low-level bureau-
crats derive from making someone 
squirm. In the Soviet period, when 
everything was done by the state, 
conditions were that much worse.

Citizens faced “a vast indif-
ference that paralyzed one’s ex-
pectations of rational calculation, 
which oddly enough was some-
thing the Soviet way of life was 
especially proud of…. Calculations 
about the use of time collapse.” As 
Schlögel summarizes this aspect 
of Soviet life: “Everyday work and 
going about one’s business were 
organized in a manner that went 
against all common sense. The 
excessive complexity and bureau-
cratic nature of the simplest pro-
cesses made a mockery of any idea 
of efficiency.” Restaurants routinely 
displayed a notice saying that no 
tables were available “when it was 
crystal clear that the establishment 
was completely empty.”

Schlögel might have added that, 
like communal apartments and 
queues, endless bureaucracy ren-
dered initiative impossible, effort 
pointless, and individual dignity 
a joke, which was just what Soviet 
ideology prescribed. It was precisely 
their initiative and productivity that 
made kulaks—hard-working, eco-
nomically successful peasants—so 
despised and, in Stalin’s “war on the 
countryside,” the target of deporta-
tion and extermination campaigns.

There is something truly para-

iLike  
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communal 
apartments and 
queues, endless 
bureaucracy 
rendered 
initiative 
impossible, 
effort pointless, 
and individual 
dignity a joke, 
which was just 
what Soviet 
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doxical here. The Soviet Union 
proclaimed the economic superi-
ority of socialism and launched 
five-year plans to increase pro-
ductivity, yet it systematically ex-
terminated its most productive 
citizens. And not only kulaks. Just 
as the Soviets were building mod-
ern dams and factories, they put 
“bourgeois experts” and engineers 
on trial. A few years before World 
War II, they purged more than half 
their top generals and admirals. 
If one’s goal is to “overtake the 
capitalist countries,” why cultivate 
inefficiency? Why transform pro-
fessors or specialists it took years 
to train into prisoners digging the 
frozen earth?

The answer, I think, is that 
productivity was always secondary 
to the regime’s guiding principle: 
absolute control over everything. 
People learned never to initiate. 
Bureaucrats rarely conduct cost-
benefit analyses, and they can be 
relied on to extend their control 
as much as possible. In Western 
societies, that tendency must, at 
least in principle, be justified by its 
beneficial results. In the totalitar-
ian USSR, it was itself the desired 
result.

E VERYTHING was organiz-
ed in a two-tier system, with 
 the privileged nomenkla- 

tura (top officialdom) having ac- 
cess to separate stores, vacations, 
and just about anything else. They 
did not wait in those queues. They 
even had a separate telephone 
system. Few ordinary citizens even 
had a telephone, and the lines at 
public phones were endless. Still 
more telling, there was no phone 
book. Why give ordinary citizens 
the ability to do things? Why make 
it easy to form horizontal connec-
tions not supervised by the state?

The same principle of two sys-
tems governed libraries. In the 
early 1980s, Schlögel informs us, 

the catalogue of the Lenin Library 
listed 70 million books, but there 
was no listing for Trotsky or Ni-
etzsche. Whole branches of knowl-
edge—such as theology—were ab-
sent. So were Soviet publications 
from 1918–1936 that contained 
quotations from Trotsky or other 
executed prominent Bolsheviks, 
books in Russian published outside 
the USSR, and, especially, for-
eign books, magazines, and news-
papers—including “the whole of 
‘bourgeois’ non-Marxist, anti-Sovi-
et Western literature,” from Time 
to Der Spiegel.

Beginning with the 1924 “Guide 
to the Elimination of All Forms of 
Literature from Libraries, Reading 
Rooms, and Book Bazaars” and the 
1926 “Instruction Concerning the 
Monitoring of Books in Libraries,” 
millions of volumes were pulped. 

In 1938–39, Schlögel observes, 
24,138,799 books were destroyed. 
And with every show trial or change  
of direction, “bacchanals of purifi-
cation” took place.

But not all offending publicat- 
ions were annihilated. Many books 
withheld from the general public 
were deposited in a separate col-
lection, the spetskhran, which had 
its own catalogue and secret stacks 
accessible only to a select few, 
including foreign scholars admit-
ted to the Lenin Library’s Reading 
Room Number 1. That all changed 
under perestroika—Gorbachev’s 
policy—when the Lenin Library 
mounted an exhibition entitled 
“Publications from the Special Col-
lection of the Lenin Library That 
Have Been Restored to Open-Ac-
cess Shelves.” Visitors’ comments 
“conveyed a feeling of arriving at a 
state of adulthood.”

Schlögel devotes his concluding 
chapter to his idea that the best 
place for a museum of Soviet life 
would be the Lubyanka, the gigan-
tic building that housed the secret 
police. Visitors could see the rooms 
where famous people were tortured 
or shot. Windowless cells with an 
electric light that was never turned 
off would also display extracts from 
memoirs of former inmates about 
the special sense of time created by 
such conditions.

The volume concludes with an 
extract from the memoirs of Alek-
sander Wat, who recalls how, as a 
prisoner, he was once taken for a 
walk on the roof of the Lubyanka. 
In the distance, he faintly heard 
a radio broadcast of Bach’s “St. 
Matthew Passion.” He reflected: “If 
the human voice, manmade instru-
ments, and the human soul can cre-
ate, even once in all of history, such 
harmony, beauty, truth, and power 
in such unity of inspiration—if this 
exists, then how ephemeral, what a 
nonentity all the might of empires 
must be.”q
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Of Boys and Men: 
Why the Modern Male Is 
Struggling, Why It Matters, 
and What to Do About It
By Richard Reeves
Brookings, 234 pages

Reviewed by  
Naomi Schaefer Riley

 W
HAT DO con-
servatives owe 
liberal thinkers 
who start to es-
pouse conserva-

tive positions, decades after conser-
vatives first did so? The charitable 
answer is, of course, to welcome 
them with open arms. “I told you so” 
is rarely a good look. But what 
should be done when those same li-
beral thinkers continue to claim that 
they are not really conservatives and 
then misrepresent conservatives be-
cause, well, what would their friends 
think?

In his new book, Of Boys and Men: 
Why the Modern Male Is Struggling, 
Why It Matters, and What to Do 
About It, the Brookings Institution 
scholar Richard Reeves adopts many 
of the arguments that the right has 
been making for decades to explain 

why, more than a half-century after 
the sexual revolution, men, and not 
women, seem to be struggling. But 
in attempting to maintain his liberal 
bona fides, Reeves simultaneously 
rips off the right while condescend-
ing to, belittling, and insulting those 
who saw long ago what he sees now. 
And he gives the same shabby treat-
ment to those who are first seeing 
it now but might nonetheless vote 
differently from him.

The picture for males in America, 
he rightly notes, is bleak: “The gen-
der gap in college degrees award- 
ed is wider today than it was in 
the early 1970s, but in the opposite 
direction. The wages of most men 
are lower today than they were in 
1979, while women’s wages have 
risen across the board. One in five 
fathers are not living with their 
children. Men account for two out 
of three ‘deaths of despair,’ either 
from suicide or an overdose.”

How we got to this point is a com-
plicated story involving both cul-
tural and economic forces. Reeves is 
willing to buy explanations offered 
from almost every corner of the ideo-
logical map. From the loss of manu-
facturing jobs to the War Against 
Drugs, the overincarceration of black 
men, the sexual revolution, the de-
cline of marriage, no-fault divorce, 
child-custody laws, Reeves argues 
that life in recent years has been less 
fair to the less fair sex.

But, he must quickly assure us, 
we are not to lump him in with those 
conservatives who would “go so far 
as to say that there is a feminist-in-
spired ‘war on men’ or ‘war on boys.’” 

He doesn’t like such language be-
cause it “validates and fuels a sense 
of victimhood.” Talking that way al-
lows “attitudes on gender issues [to] 
float free of the facts.”

The War on Boys was, of course, 
the title of Christina Hoff Sommers’s 
2000 book, which said pretty much 
what Reeves says, only decades ear-
lier. And it was chock-full of facts; 
more, perhaps, than Reeves’s book. 
The War on Boys is quoted nowhere 
in Of Boys and Men, and giving Som-
mers short shrift in a volume that fol-
lows in a direct line from hers is the 
worst kind of intellectual dishonesty.

Sommers not only detailed these 
trends before anyone else was notic-
ing them, but she exposed the shod-
dy feminist scholarship, most nota-
bly by Carol Gilligan and her many 
popularizers in the press, that led the 
public and our country’s entire K–12 
and higher educational systems to 
focus on the ways in which girls 
were underperforming. As Sommers 
wrote at the time, “despite the errors, 
the campaign to persuade the public 
that girls were being diminished 
personally and academically was a 
spectacular success.” 

If Reeves has such a hard time im-
agining that there could have been 
a deliberate campaign by feminist 
scholars and activists to purpose-
fully ignore the problems of boys in 
order to give girls a leg up, he should 
go back and read the words of Diane 
Ravitch, who told the New York 
Times Magazine back in 1998 about 
a 1992 report from the American 
Association of University Women: 
“That AAUW report was just com-
pletely wrong. What was so bizarre 
is that it came out right at the time 
that girls had just overtaken boys 
in almost every area. It might have 
been the right story twenty years 
earlier, but coming out when it did, 
it was like calling a wedding a fu-
neral.... There were all these special 
programs put in place for girls, and 
no one paid any attention to boys.” 

The Idea 
Thief

Naomi Schaefer Riley is a 
senior fellow at the American Enter-
prise Institute and a senior fellow 
at the Independent Women’s Forum. 
Her new book is No Way to Treat a 
Child: How the Foster Care System, 
Family Courts, and Racial Activists 
are Wrecking Young Lives (Bombar-
dier Books).
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(Lord knows whether Ravitch would 
claim these words today, given that 
she now heatedly argues against ev-
erything she once believed.)

Still, Reeves deserves some cred-
it. It’s harder to write the book he 
wrote today than it was 20 years ago 
because back in the day, you weren’t 
immediately excoriated for describ-
ing and observing the differences 
between men and women. And it’s a 
sign of how absurd the national con-
versation has become that simply 
accepting these facts as a basis for 
a serious discussion of the relative 
social positions of men and women 
now constitutes an act of intellec-
tual bravery. Scott Yenor, a professor 
at Boise State whose book on the 
family I reviewed in these pages in 
February 2021, was recently the sub-
ject of a Title IX investigation—an 
obvious act of retaliation for what 
his university’s administration sees 
as his retrograde views.

Reeves notes without reservation 
that “sex differences in biology shape 
not only our bodies, including our 
brains, but also our psychology. We 
are not blank slates…. Men are 
typically more aggressive, take more 
risks, and have a higher sex drive than 
girls and women.” He adds that the 
expression of these traits is shaped by 
culture. “I’m pretty sure that I would 
be more physically aggressive if I had 
been born in Sparta a couple thou-
sand years ago,” he writes. “There’s 
just not that much use [for] it at the 
Brookings Institution.”

But Reeves is still trying to walk 
a fine line down the middle of this 
debate, in part to show that he cares 
about the fate of girls, too. He agrees 
that the wage gap between the gen-
ders virtually disappears when we 
hold constant for women and men 
the fields they enter, the jobs they 
do, the amount of time they spend 
on the job, and the seniority of the 
position they hold. He notes, though, 
that “women may earn less because 
they occupy fewer senior positions, 

but that fact itself may be the result 
of institutional sexism.” Maybe. Or it 
may be the result of women’s choos-
ing to stay home with children more 
of the time.

Like almost every commentator 
on these issues, Reeves argues that 
women shoulder an unfair amount 
of the child care (even when they 
are married and living with the 
father of their children) and that 
the solution to this problem is more 
government-funded child care and 
paternity leave. The idea that struc-
tural sexism is not to blame and that 
government may not offer the best 
solution to this situation—these are 
rarely considered in this debate.

But back to the men. Reeves ac-
cepts without qualification that the 
particular reason black men have 
suffered more than white men is 
racism. Black men are more likely to 
be in prison for drug-related crimes 
even though white people use drugs 
more, he writes—while offering no 

account of what the crimes for which 
these men are being punished actu-
ally are. Almost no one is in prison 
for simple drug possession. But 
when it comes to selling drugs and 
the commission of drug-related vio-
lent offenses that are pleaded down 
to less violent ones, there is in fact a 
big racial disparity.

When it comes to employment, 
Reeves also blames racism for black 
men having worse prospects. He 
marvels that “Ban the Box” legisla-
tion, which prevents employers from 
asking about criminal backgrounds, 
doesn’t improve matters. In fact, 
studies show that such legislation 
actually hurts potential employees 
because when employers can’t check 
criminal backgrounds, they assume 
the worst. 

But when it comes to all men, 
Reeves also fails to seriously enter-
tain some of the best research on 
why they are not working. It wasn’t 
only the sexual revolution that gave 
women the choice to become single 
mothers. It was also government 
programs that served to make men’s 
role as provider obsolete. And today 
government programs continue to 
allow millions of able-bodied men to 
remain unemployed.

When it comes to solutions to the 
man crisis, Reeves finds himself frus-
trated that so many different initia-
tives—from college scholarships to 
tutoring to mentoring—seem to have 
a positive impact on girls but almost 
no impact on boys. But he never 
stops to wonder whether the new 
government programs he supports 
(like spending a billion dollars to 
get more men into professions that 
are considered traditionally female) 
will solve the problem. So far public 
funding to solve the male crisis does 
not seem to have worked, to put it 
mildly.

R EEVES IS most interesting 
when it comes to the solu-
tions he does propose—at 

iWhen it 
comes 

to men, Richard 
Reeves fails 
to seriously 
entertain some of 
the best research 
on why they are 
not working.  
It wasn’t only  
the sexual 
revolution that 
gave women  
the choice to 
become single 
mothers.
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least one in particular. What if boys 
started kindergarten a year later 
than girls? Not because of the differ-
ences in their behavior when they 
are young (though Reeves is right 
to point out that boys who start 
later are less likely to be diagnosed 
with ADHD) but because of differ-
ences when they reach adolescence. 
The gap between the maturity of 
teenage boys and girls is a serious 
problem for educators, and giving 
boys a little more time to grow up 
could be useful.

So, of course, could investment 
in more vocational and technical 
education, which Reeves also rec-
ommends. Getting more men into 
the health and education profes-
sions would also be a good thing for 
their economic prospects. And it’s 
not ideal that boys don’t have male 
role models in the classroom or 
that men make up most of the sub-
stance abusers while women make 
up most of the substance-abuse 
counselors.

When it comes to family, Reeves 
suggests that we, as a society, should 
try to create a father-child bond 
independent of whether the father 
lives with or has a relationship with 
the mother. How, exactly, are we 

supposed to do this? To be sure, any-
thing that can be done to encourage 
fatherly involvement would be a 
positive. Giving fathers credit for 
spending time with their kids in 
lieu of some child support might be 

worth trying.
The problem of how to re-create 

the role that men played in fami-
lies and communities before the 
sexual revolution and before out-
of-wedlock childbearing became 
the norm is not an easy one to solve. 
And I don’t know any conserva-
tives who think it is. Reeves is right 
to recognize (as many of his col-
leagues do not) that the loss of the 
man’s role in the family has played 
an enormous part in this crisis. 
But his claims that conservatives 
want to keep women barefoot and 
pregnant or deny them recently 
available career opportunities are 
sheer caricature. Even Senator Josh 
Hawley, whom Reeves cites repeat-
edly as someone who wants to “re-
store traditional gender roles and 
relationships,” is married to a high-
powered lawyer arguing cases in 
front of the Supreme Court. Exactly 
what does Reeves think conserva-
tives have in mind?

It is not easy to be a centrist 
these days, particularly on issues as 
heated as gender roles. But neither 
is it all that easy to be a conservative, 
watching as centrists adopt your 
side’s ideas while throwing their 
originators under the bus.q

iThe 
author  

is right to 
recognize that 
the loss of the 
man’s role 
in the family 
has played an 
enormous part 
in this crisis. But 
his claims that 
conservatives 
want to keep 
women barefoot 
and pregnant are 
sheer caricature.
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HOLLYWOOD COMMENTARY

number could eas-
ily hit $1 billion.

Those numbers seemed paltry a year or so ago, be-
fore Netflix announced it was losing subscribers, and 
media companies began to tighten their belts and slash 
costs. Right now, the idea of banking $1 billion in adver-
tising fees without spending $17 billion on content—as 
Netflix is doing—seems like a pretty sweet setup.

Nextstar, the largest television-station group in the 
country, took a controlling interest in the CW broadcast 
network this year and has announced to the creative 
community in Hollywood that it will focus on reruns, 
movies, low-cost unscripted shows, and broadly appeal-
ing multigenerational comedy.

Which is exactly the show we’re taking out. We’re 
meeting with them next week.

The free TV services may not have the money to 
invest in The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power, like 
Amazon Studios, or House of Dragons, the prequel to 
HBO’s blockbuster Game of Thrones, but they’re not 
really aiming for the upscale luxury market. Price-
sensitive viewers—and in uncertain economic times, 
there are a lot of those—are already cutting back on 
their monthly entertainment costs. Hulu, Apple+, 
HBOMax, Paramount+, Disney+, Peacock, Netflix, Ama-
zon Prime—it all starts to pinch the family’s monthly 
budget. Suddenly, free seems very attractive.

For nearly 10 years, subscriber-based networks such 
as Netflix and HBO crowed about their “bingeworthy” 
content. Our viewers stay up way past their bedtimes 
to stream just one more episode of our addictive and 
compelling content, they bragged.

But that just trained the viewer to sign up for the 
service, binge-watch a series, and then cancel the ser-
vice until the next must-see show appeared. Following 
terminology from the periodical-subscription business, 
streamers call this churn. It’s a growing problem for 
them, but they’re the ones who taught their customers 
to do it in the first place. Now they have to un-disrupt 
the business they so gleefully disrupted and release 
their episodes weekly (just like boring old CBS) and sell 
advertising. I don’t know whether it’s tragedy or farce, 
but it’s definitely television history repeating itself.

The free television networks have one simple task: 
They need to appeal to the vast American audience, 
which is made up of churchgoers, political moderates, 

households earning less than $100,00 per year, and—
perhaps the most important thing—people who are not 
on Twitter. They need to scoop up the audience that has 
been priced out of the streaming business, both eco-
nomically and culturally.

They may already be doing that. Freevee, the net-
work that declined to hear my series pitch, announced 
this week that it is producing a new series from the 
100-year-old Norman Lear—yes, he’s 100 years old, and 
he knows a lot about capturing the zeitgeist with lively 
and interesting characters. He did it half a century ago, 
and he can do it again today. The new show, Clean Slate, 
stars the comedian George Wallace and transgender 
performer Laverne Cox. He plays a car-wash owner in 
Alabama. She plays his long-lost son.

It’s sort of the comedy version of Amazon’s Emmy 
Award–winning series Transparent, which was techni-
cally a comedy too, but you couldn’t always tell. Clean 
Slate hasn’t gone into production yet, but if you close 
your eyes and imagine the Norman Lear version of a 
transgender sitcom—lots of yelling and incendiary lan-
guage, people saying what’s really on their minds—you 
start to see how the programming on the free channels 
will be very different from the programming on the 
subscriber services.

A show like Clean Slate probably wouldn’t make it 
through the layers of careful sensitivities at a place like 
Netflix or appeal to the Neiman Marcus viewers of Ap-
ple+. But if you’re going for the Walmart free-television 
viewer, it may just hit the spot.

I’ll have to keep all this in mind as I make the rounds 
with my project next week.

Or maybe the smart move is to forget that one and 
take another look at remaking Our Miss Brooks. There 
was a darkly hilarious television comedy in New Zea-
land called Seven Periods with Mr. Gormsby, about 
a wildly un-woke teacher in a tough city school. Mr. 
Gormsby is a loose cannon of reactionary racial atti-
tudes, old-school morality, and blunt insensitivities. But 
he’s the only teacher available to teach a particularly 
tough class because the students have driven every oth-
er teacher away with their uncontrollable delinquency.

It’s sort of the comedy version of Tucker Carlson To-
night, which is a good way to pitch it to the ad-supported 
places, but I may need to come up with a different way to 
put it if I want to make a sale somewhere else.q

continued from page 56

Politics&Ideas_Oct_9.13D.indd   55Politics&Ideas_Oct_9.13D.indd   55 9/15/22   9:37 AM9/15/22   9:37 AM



56 Politics & Ideas : October 2022

 K ARL MARX, who knew a thing or two about 
show business, once said that history repeats 
itself, “the first time as tragedy, the second as 

farce.”
That’s what happens in the entertainment industry 

with material. If something works as a drama—and 
when I use the word works what I mean is makes a lot 
of money—people spend a lot of brain cycles trying to 
figure out if there’s a way to adjust it slightly and turn it 
into a comedy.   

“We’re looking for something sort of Breaking Bad–
ish,” a network comedy-development executive once told 
me during a meeting. “But, you know, the funny version.”

I mentioned to her that, as I far as I recalled, Breaking 
Bad was about a desperate and terminally ill high-school 
science teacher becoming enmeshed in the drug trade 
and tearing his family apart. I wasn’t sure about a com-
edy version.

“Well, not that stuff,” she said. “But we like the area 
of the teacher who thinks outside the box.”

To be fair, that’s a perfectly accurate, if narrow, way 
to describe Breaking Bad. But it’s a more accurate way 
to describe Our Miss Brooks, which ran on radio and 
television for nearly a decade, and Welcome Back, Kotter, 
which was a smash hit from 1975 to 1979, and Head of 
the Class, which had a respectable five-season run from 
1986 to 1991.

Right now, I’m part of a large creative team that’s 
taking out a project to the various networks and stream-
ing services. That’s what we call it: taking out a project, 
which sounds more dignified than what it really is, which 
is making a lot of sales calls with a television-show pitch.

The show is based on the childhood of a Korean-
American comedian, and it takes place in the small 
split-level New Jersey house he grew up in, with his con-
servative Irish-American dad, his practical and driven 

Korean mother, and her 17 Korean relatives who are all 
piled under the same roof.

I guess you could say it’s the comedy version of the 
movie Parasite.

As we are preparing the creative part of the pitch, 
we’re getting multiple daily emails from the agents and 
managers tasked with setting up the meetings with the 
constellation of buyers.

“Spoke to the person at ABC and setting a meeting,” 
said one email. “Interest at CBS but wondering if it could 
be multi-cam,” said another. And then, late last week, 
“Freevee declined to hear it unfortunately.”

I was about to respond to that one with something 
bitter and vindictive, but first I had to ask myself, 
What’s Freevee?

So I found out. Freevee is an ad-supported subscrip-
tion-free video-on-demand service from Amazon that 
made its debut in April 2022 with a mix of reruns, mov-
ies, and original programming. It’s available on Apple 
TV, Amazon Fire devices, and smart TVs.

As is Pluto TV, a free video-on-demand service from 
Paramount, which attempts to re-create the experience 
of cable television. It streams more than 200 channels of 
programming, a mix of reruns, old movies, and daytime 
dramas, and is available on Apple TV and everywhere 
else.

Pluto TV isn’t currently producing original scripted 
comedies, so I don’t have to worry about being rejected 
by them (yet). But I could easily be rejected by Tubi, a 
free, ad-supported video-on-demand service owned by 
Fox Corporation. Tubi is a service that streams reruns, 
movies, sports, and original content and is available on 
Apple TV, Roku, and the usual places.

Are you starting to see a pattern here?
Free television—simple, ad-supported content with a 

familiar mix of programs—is making a quiet comeback. 
And maybe not so quiet. Tubi was acquired by Fox in 2021, 
and it’s already projected to hit $700 million in revenue 
this year. In 2023, that 

Rob Long has been the executive producer of six TV 
series.
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Television Wants to Be Free
ROB LONG
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Ultra-left U.S. Representatives have proposed legislation to 
make Palestinian Nakba (“Catastrophe”) Day a national 
observance, yet the event memorializes the refusal of 
Palestinians to accept a Jewish state and share the Holy 
Land as two states for two peoples. Unfortunately, that 
refusal continues.

What are the facts? 
The annual Nakba Day purports to lament Israel’s statehood 
in 1948. But actually, Nakba Day reinforces a mythical 
history of victimhood in which “Palestinian Arab land” was 
stolen by colonizing Jews. In fact, the catastrophe was of the 
Palestinians’ own making, specifically their refusal to accept 
a Jewish state or any of many Israeli offers of land—and a 
nation—for peace.

Not only does Nakba Day promote hateful vengeance 
against Israel and Jews, but it also condemns the Palestinians 
to a victim identity. This leaves them with little to show for the 
last 74 years—since Israel’s birth—except bitterness and even 
less opportunity to create a state today.

Nakba Day’s fundamental premise is fic-
tion. It blames Israel for Palestinians’ losing 
their chance to acquire land and nation-
hood, which was in fact caused by Arab 
states’ rejection of the 1947 United Nations 
Partition Plan, dividing the territory into 
two states—one Arab, one Jewish. Unlike the 
Palestinians, Israel’s founders grudgingly, but 
firmly, embraced the UN offer. 

Thus, Palestinians’ casting of blame for their stateless 
dispersion should not rest on Israel, but on their allies—the 
defiant Arab armies—and on Palestinians’ own rejectionism.

Despite the misleading Palestinian narrative, Israel’s 
War of Independence was not to seize Arab land. After 
all, no Arab state ever existed in Palestine, and Israel had 
purchased and negotiated possession of most of the land 
in its future country. Rather, its War of Independence was 
defensive—against armies of five Arab invading nations and 
the fifth column of local Palestinian Arab resistance.

In fact, the Palestinian state could have been established on 
the original date of the “Nakba.” But Jordan, Egypt, Syria and 
other Arab states invaded Israel. Instead of a bloody war, if 
the Arab League and Palestinian Arabs had just said “Yes” to 
the UN plan, Palestinians would soon be celebrating the 75th 
anniversary of their State of Palestine.

But their answer was “No!” Palestinian Arabs launched 
a bloody guerrilla campaign against Jewish communities. 
Palestinian Arabs were reassured by the Arab invaders that 
Israel’s death would follow soon, and many fled. Hostile 
Palestinians were also displaced by the Israeli army. 

When Arab armies lost the war to destroy Israel, they 
drove out or killed all Jews residing in areas they captured—
now known as “the West Bank” and “Gaza Strip.” Later, Arab 

states expelled some 800,000 of their own Jewish citizens. 
Once the UN’s post-war armistice lines were drawn, the 

true Palestinian Nakba—the catastrophic betrayal—began. 
Kings Abdullah of Trans-Jordan and Farouk of Egypt and 
their armies swallowed up what could have been the world’s 
first-ever “Palestinian State.” What Palestinians lost in 
1948/49 was not Israel’s doing: It was stolen by Jordanian 
and Egyptian monarchs.

The catastrophe soon became long-term, because the 
Arab League pushed hundreds of thousands of Palestinian 
Arab exiles into squalid refugee camps, adding zealotry for 
Israel’s destruction and bitter suffering to the Nakba-myth. 
No other World War II-era refugees suffered such despair. 

The UN established UNRWA to serve Palestinian Arab 
camps temporarily in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Gaza, yet 
it still exists. Other than Jordan, no Arab state has offered 
citizenship and resettlement to the Palestinian refugees. 
Equally ironic, no national movement of Palestinians ever 
arose against their Arab oppressors—only against the Jews.

Arabs remaining in Israel, however, 
were given Israeli citizenship, and today 
enjoy democratic liberties, professional 
access and prosperity unmatched in the 
Middle East.

Yasser Arafat, the master terrorist who 
headed the PLO and the Palestinian 
Authority until his 2004 death, declared 
the first “official” Nakba Day in 1998. 

Arafat wasn’t honoring the real 1948: He created a hate-fest 
to support his futile vision of destroying Israel. 

Instead of affirming the truth of Israel’s founding and 
the betrayal of the Palestinian Arabs by their brethren, 
world governments, the UN and the media seem cruelly 
committed to reinforcing the self-destructive myths of the 
Palestinians and their woebegone leadership.
Tragically Nakba Day tells Israelis that no peace with 
Palestinians is possible via a land-for-peace treaty. As  
long as hate-filled Nakba Day is central to Palestinians, 
Israel knows that its 1967 capture of the West Bank and 
its borders are not the key issues. Rather, the problem is 
Israel’s existence. 

The Palestinian Catastrophe
Palestinians mourn Israel’s birth with Nakba Day, but the real catastrophe then, 
as now, is their failure to share the land—and seize the chance to form a state. 

Nakba Day 
mythologizes 
Palestinian  
self-destruction
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