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 IN NOVEMBER 2022, for the first time in a nearly 
a decade, an election in Israel had a decisive out-
come. The government that emerged from that 

election two months later was instantly unacceptable 
to other Israelis, who have since taken to the streets.

Over the past two months, the question I have 
been asked more than any other is: Can you explain 
what’s going on in Israel? The answer is not difficult: 
The right is seeking to enact an activist agenda, and 
that agenda angers, alarms, and/or terrifies everybody 
who didn’t vote for the parties of the right.

Those parties, together with the Likud party 
under the leadership of Benjamin Netanyahu, won 
64 seats in the 120-seat Knesset. Thus, the results 
constituted a winning margin for the Netanyahu bloc 
of about 3 percent, roughly the same spread that sepa-
rated George W. Bush from John Kerry in 2004.

This was the sixth national election in Is-
rael since 2013, a year in which Netanyahu’s coalition 
scored 68 seats. That seven-seat margin appears to 
be a colossal majority by today’s standards, but that 
seemingly strong government lasted only 18 months. 
Netanyahu found it necessary to call early elections in 
2015, and they went badly for him; his new coalition 
hit only the bare 61-seat minimum. From 2015 to 2019, 
Bibi hung on, defying electoral gravity by deploying 
dazzling political skills that kept his own always res-
tive right flank from bringing his government down 
while concentrating his attention on foreign-policy 
matters that were decidedly nonideological.

Then an inconclusive election in 2019 ushered 
in a period of staggering political and partisan stag-

nation during which four more elections were held. 
Netanyahu, who led a caretaker government, spent 
the years between 2019 and 2021 holding on to power 
like Harold Lloyd clinging to the minute hand of the 
skyscraper clock above Los Angeles. In 2021, a coali-
tion united solely in its desire to unseat Netanyahu 
managed to glom itself together in slapdash fashion 
for a year or so, until it could no longer survive its 
internal contradictions. And finally, when the dust 
settled in the early morning of November 2, 2022, the 
anti-Bibi forces had fallen short and Netanyahu had 
won the day.

It’s easy to see how an election in which the “Bibi 
bloc” not only prevailed but did so by three seats might 
feel to the victors like an overwhelming national en-
dorsement of their goals and aims. That view was only 
strengthened by the petty weakness of some pretty 
blatant sore-loser arguments. The most ludicrous was 
that Bibi had received only 30,000 more votes in ag-
gregate than the anti-Bibi bloc. Um, no. Hundreds of 
thousands of ballots were cast for two major Arab par-
ties, Balad and Hadash-Ta’al, and those votes cannot 
be assigned to the anti-Bibi team because those parties 
would never agree to be part of any government (nor 
could any government have them). They cannot be 
assigned to the anti-Bibi camp because they are funda-
mentally in the anti-Israel camp.

The simple fact was that the domestic political 
stalemate inside Israel had finally come to an end. 
The right won. And there were a lot of pent-up policy 
desires, partisan and in-group interests, and just the 
simple desire to stick it to the other team that exploded 
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outward during the negotiations over the new govern-
ment’s composition. As soon as the new team was 
sworn in, it hit the ground running.

Now, it is entirely normal for a winning govern-
ment to come into office eager to implement the poli-
cies it ran on, even if those policies are controversial. 
We need to keep that fact in the front of our minds as 
we consider the behavior of Israel’s leftist body politic 
and the intellectual elite since the government took 
power. It is the people in the streets who are behaving 
in unprecedented ways in a functioning democracy, not 
the democratically elected government they oppose.

The people in the streets are claiming that the 
new government’s proposed policies 
amount to a coup against Israel’s 
governing system. That is rich in 
irony. By attempting to use mob ac-
tion to change the rules of the very 
game they would happily have en-
dorsed had the election results gone 
their way, it is the protesters who are 
seeking extra-democratic change, 
not the government.

This government came to pow-
er through the same process as every 
other government in Israel’s history. 
 Had the situation been reversed—had 
rightists taken to the streets against a 
legitimately elected left-of-center gov-
ernment—everyone from Haaretz’s 
anti-Zionists to Danny Gordis would 
 have been awash in outrage at the at-
tempt to interfere with proper demo-
cratic processes. But the protesters 
believe (or at least enough of them 
believe) that their country’s descent 
into fascism and tyranny is upon 
them, and they are therefore in the 
right. The emergency they perceive 
has not only liberated them from conventional norms; 
in their minds, it has elevated their cause into a crusade.

These protests are not righteous. They are self-
righteous.

And yet, it is also clear that the new govern-
ment’s flurry of activity was a colossal mistake.

After seven years of profound political stagna-
tion, a country cannot simply go from zero to 60 in 
one direction in a minute—and certainly not with a 
three-seat majority, which, though decisive, is not a 
game-changing landslide by any means. The gears of 
power grew rusty, the political machinery grew slug-
gish, and when the ignition was turned on and the 
government slammed on the gas pedal, the engine 

caught fire—and not in the part of the car most of us 
would have expected.

What we thought was that the trouble would 
come from the new government’s policies toward the 
West Bank, East Jerusalem, and the Temple Mount. 
Indeed, among Jewish liberals and leftists, the gov-
ernment induced a performative panic even before 
it was sworn in, typified by my own (now-ex-) rabbi 
announcing in the virtual pages of the Forward that 
he would no longer recite the prayer for the State of 
Israel at my (now-ex-) shul because the new govern-
ment was “dastardly” when it came to its views of Ar-
abs, the West Bank, and the (long-ex) “peace process.” 

And yet the first move related to 
those matters—a trip to the Temple 
Mount by the incendiary Itamar 
Ben-Gvir—produced no blowback. 
What’s more, the first real chal-
lenge faced by the government on 
the West Bank came not from its 
extreme ministers but through the 
testing of its resolve by Palestin-
ian terrorists. That, in turn, led 
to extreme anti-Palestinian rheto-
ric from those extreme ministers, 
which immediately became part 
of the growing indictment of this 
nascent government.

But the part of the indict-
ment that really caught the popu-
lar fancy in Israel wasn’t any of 
this. It was the rather more arcane 
issue of the composition of Israel’s 
Supreme Court and the power it 
holds over legislation.

Israel is very nearly a direct 
democracy, by which I mean, the 
checks and balances of the Ameri-
can system of government written 

into our constitution do not exist there. There is a sin-
gle legislative body, not two, and that legislative body 
does everything. It’s a very flawed system, but that’s the 
system Israel has.

In the 1990s, the members of Israel’s Supreme 
Court decided they needed to step in and impose a 
judicial order. Led by Chief Justice Aharon Barak, they 
declared a “Constitutional Revolution” and unilateral-
ly extended their own authority to determine whether 
Knesset legislation was or was not kosher.

This was arrogance beyond belief, especially 
since the Supreme Court is a self-perpetuating insti-
tution whose members (together with members of 
Israel’s bar association) have effective veto power over 
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Commentary 3

who gets to be a new justice. Which means the Court 
indirectly controls its own ideological and political 
composition. And this means in turn that the Court 
arrogated to itself the right to impose checks and bal-
ances when there are insufficient checks or balances 
on the Court itself.

Moreover, because of the nature of Israeli 
politics, the Court basically hews to the left. And not 
only to the left; of its 15 members, 13 are of Ashkenazi 
(European) descent in a country that is 50 percent 
Sephardic. This is not an accident, unfortunately, but a 
hidebound cultural bias on the part of the long-decay-
ing Ashkenazi elite. In 1949, one of the first appointees 
to the Supreme Court, Pinchas Rosen, infamously de-
clared in 1949 that “in the whole Sephardi community 
there is no worthy candidate for the Supreme Court.” 
It’s astonishing, and telling, that 74 years later the 
Court’s leaders should be implicitly endorsing Rosen’s 
disgusting assertion, given that the court has only two 
Mizrachi members in a nation of more than 9 million.

For much of the Israeli right, and especially for 
the intellectuals of the Israeli right, the Supreme Court 
issue has been a foremost concern for 25 years. And 
appropriately so. Thus it stood to reason that “judicial 
reform” legislation that reasserts Knesset primacy—
which, in a counterpoint to the American system, 
features an “override” clause that would allow parlia-
ment to overturn a Supreme Court decision—would be 
taken up immediately.

But they made the mistake most advocates and 
activists make when it comes to matters of long stand-
ing that have consumed them, which is, they found it 
hard to see what their efforts would look like from the 
outside to people who haven’t been anywhere near as 
focused.

For one thing, the courts in general are a par-
ticularly sensitive issue at this moment because the 
newly returned prime minister is under indictment. 
As it happens, I think the cases brought against Netan-

yahu are garbage, but that doesn’t matter. If Knesset 
primacy is achieved, that would allow the new govern-
ment to push through legislation postponing the cases 
against Netanyahu until he is out of office. And so, any 
efforts by the government to argue against the street 
protests against judicial reform seem compromised by 
a severe conflict of interest.

Second, while the Knesset should (in my view) 
have this primacy—at least until Israel hunkers down 
and actually writes itself a functional constitution—
the legislation now moving through the parliament is 
strictly majoritarian. By which I mean, it would take 
only 61 votes to overturn a court ruling.

From the moment the street protests began, 
everyone I know who is sympathetic to the right’s 
view was saying the solution to the crisis would be 
to announce a change in the “override” proposal to 
require some kind of supermajority that would at 
least be greater than the 64 seats currently held by 
the coalition. That would focus the minds and limit 
the arrogance of the Supreme Court when it came to 
their taste for overreach. And it would keep the Knes-
set from acting as though anything it does is legal by 
default—since pretty much any piece of legislation 
that passes even by a single vote could be upheld by the 
same voting pattern if brought up a second time after 
a Court overturn.

The unanswerable question is whether a redraft-
ing of the law to feature some kind of supermajority in 
the early days of the protests would have quieted the 
street action. I can see arguments on both sides. But 
it’s certainly the case that the judicial reforms as they 
are (at this writing) constituted have kept the govern-
ment on the back foot and on the defensive, which just 
makes the protesters taste the blood of their enemies 
in the water and only encourages them to continue.

So that’s my explanation for what’s been going 
on in Israel. I have no idea where this goes now, so 
don’t ask me. Though you probably will.q
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To the Editor:

I WAS distressed by the following 
sentence from Elliott Abrams’s 

article: “It is an obvious principle 
to American Jews that all people 
should be treated alike, while most 
Israelis would find it simple mad-
ness to apply that principle to 
Israelis and Palestinians” (“Jewish 
Hysterics and Israel’s New Govern-
ment,” February). His article ap-
pears to justify this alleged Israeli 
view as perfectly acceptable. I get 
constantly attacked by the left for 
arguing that we are all individu-
als and race is irrelevant. Judging 
people by race rather than as indi-
viduals is a left-wing principle, not 
a conservative one. When I visited 
Israel with my family, an Israeli 
babysitter for my youngest child 
bragged that she came from the 
most integrated development town 
in Israel. I asked, “Oh, do you have 
Arabs in your town?”  She looked at 

me as though I was crazy. She was 
referring to Ashkenazi and Sep-
hardi. I would think it reasonable 
that conservatives can hope Israelis 
will treat Arabs as individuals and 
not by race.

 Tom Horne
Phoenix, Arizona

1

To the Editor:

I ENJOYED Elliott Abrams’s arti-
cle very much. What we are see-

ing here, in addition to the growing 
chasm between the American and 
Israeli left, is the greater chasm 
between the American Jews on the 
left and right, which is becoming 
more and more defined by religious 
observance.

Perhaps we are seeing the last 
generation of nonobservant Jewish 
Republicans. With the new gen-
eration of nonreligious American 

Jews showing a declining inter-
est in or support for the State of 
Israel, this responsibility has now 
been undertaken by the American 
Orthodox community. Jews have 
been punching above their weight 
since the time of Moses, and I am 
confident that we will respond to 
this challenge.

 Randy Diamond
Cleveland, Ohio

1

To the Editor:

ELLIOTT ABRAMS’S article on 
Israel’s new government is ex-

cellent. He offered a very good sum- 
mary of the recent election’s out-
come and the left’s failure to ac-
knowledge its loss.

The word “hysterical” is entirely 
appropriate, and Abrams could even 
have elaborated on the inappropri-
ate and irresponsible use of terms 

American and 
Israeli Jews
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such as “coup d’état” to describe 
current events in Israel. There were 
no tanks rolling through Jerusalem 
or Tel Aviv.

The legacy of Israel’s early de-
tractors is still with us today, especi- 
ally the influence of Aharon Barak. 
Abrams did well to confront such 
thinking and show how Israeli and 
American Jewry are moving further 
apart. Many claim to speak for 
Judaism but in fact express only 
the views of the secular left. A well-
known American Reform leader 
not long ago described the Reform 
movement as “the democratic par-
ty at prayer.” 

 Joseph Berger
Netanya, Israel

1

To the Editor:

THANK YOU to Elliott Abrams 
for an excellent explication of 

current Jewish/Israeli angst. The 
separation of Israeli and American 
values was inevitable. Many Ameri-
can Jews are part of a cozy liberal 
elite, not hospitable to Jews from 
foreign lands who found refuge in 
Israel. It’s shameful and sometimes 
racist. Liberals often use the rheto-
ric of acceptance, which is sharply 
at odds with their lack of accep-
tance of tribal Iraqis or Yemenis 
who have found safety in Israel.

Many of these dress-up liberals 
seem to cringe at growing anti-
Semitism, as if they’re embarrassed 
because there is little they can do to 
stop what is becoming a deluge of 
hate. They instead put their efforts 
into muting their Jewish identity 
and supporting wokeness.

 Steven Levy
Toronto, Ontario

1

To the Editor:

ELLIOTT ABRAMS’S insightful 
and depressing article gets to 
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Bot Wars

the heart of the matter: American 
Jews share very little with today’s 
average Israelis save perhaps their 
last names. Many American Jews 
have not only lost their religious 
and Zionist beliefs; they have taken 
on positions of authority in the 
woke war against Western civiliza-
tion. So one should not be surprised 
that after turning away from Israel, 
they are now turning on Israel.

The Jewish state should prepare 
for an America whose Israel policy 
will be steered by these changes. 
Israel must determine its own 
Jewish future based on what is 
best for the Jews of Israel. It has 
withstood physical attacks by Arab 
armies and incessant political at-
tacks from everyone. It cannot cave 
to left-wing ideologues who believe 
that Israel is evil and that their Jew-
ish surnames give them cover to 
attack the only Jewish state.

 Alesh Guttman
Fort Lauderdale, Florida

1

Elliott Abrams writes:

IAM GRATEFUL FOR the many 
kind words and insightful com-

ments in these letters. Tom Horne 
in his letter makes the error of con-
fusing Arab Israelis with Palestin-
ians (of whom I wrote). Arab Israe-
lis are citizens and equal before the 
law. Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza are not citizens of Israel 
and accordingly do not have equal 
rights there. I would also differ with 
his suggestion that Arabs and Jews 
in Israel are divided by “race.” By 
language, religion, and ethnicity for 
sure, but neither Jews nor Arabs are 
properly called a “race.” 

Mr. Horne’s ideal that we all be 
judged solely as individuals is of 
course right, but not in every con-
text. In a courtroom or in an appli-
cation for college admissions, the 
principle should govern. But when 

Israel faces waves of terrorism, to 
take one example, it is justified in 
building walls and fences that re-
quire an identified group to pass 
through checkpoints. Within Is-

rael, such checkpoints do not exist, 
and all citizens move freely. 

1

To the Editor:

MANY THANKS TO James B. 
Meigs for his test of Chat-

GPT demonstrating that “the bot 
defaults to what [Brian] Chau calls 
the ‘woke catechism’” (“A.I. Yai-Yai,” 
February). This also demonstrates 
the casual bias, parochialism, and 
lack of imagination of Google strate-
gist Cory Wang, who wrote, “We are 
witnessing the end of the college 
essay in real time.”

No, Mr. Wang, we are witnessing 
the end of the partisan, woke, leftist 
college essay. 

College professors with an ounce 
of independent thought can in-
stantly circumvent ChatGPT by giv-
ing their students essay prompts 
that ChatGPT has been program-
med to refuse—something easy to 
verify ahead of time. 

Even better, to make full use of 
ChatGPT, while preserving ideolog-
ic balance in the classroom, crea-
tive professors could use the bot to 
compile essays to present the case 
for, say, carbon bans or reinstating 
Roe v. Wade or keeping race-based 
discrimination against Asian-Amer-
ican applicants to colleges, medical 
schools, and law schools (a.k.a. affir-
mative action)—and then test their 
students’ thinking and writing skills 
by assigning them to argue against 
the bot. It’s standard practice in 
debating competitions: Contestants 
are assigned which side of an issue 
to argue, with no implication of en-
dorsement, just a test of ability. 

Contrary to current academic 

practice, students would actually 
get to see both sides of an issue—one 
spoon-fed from ChatGPT and the 
other from their own work, writing 
an unassisted college essay in real 
time.

All of this would be flipped if the 
masters of ChatGPT somehow chose 
to give the bot a far-right bias instead. 
We humans can be smarter than bots 
with bias—but only if we will it. 

 Kevin Jon Williams
Wynnewood, Pennsylvania

1

James B. Meigs writes:

KEVIN JON WILLIAMS makes 
a good point: Educators are 

going to have to get creative if they 
hope to overcome the challenges 
that ChatGPT and other AI pro-
grams pose to today’s model of teach-
ing. Asking students to produce 
essays that merely summarize the 
conventional wisdom will no longer 
be enough; that’s what ChatGPT 
does best. Perhaps a few adven-
turous professors will follow Mr. 
Williams’s suggestion and develop 
lessons that ask students to detect 
and challenge the ideological biases 
that have been programmed into 
the chatbot. At the very least, educa-
tors will need to find ways to reward 
students for producing genuinely 
original ideas—something no AI 
program can do (at least not yet).

1
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DEI Disaster
To the Editor:

TAL FORTGANG wrote an in-
sightful book review and point-

ed out the absurdities of racial 
classifications (“Category Error,” 
February). They are used to ma-
nipulate the workforce, which is 
proving to be a dangerous practice.

After spending billions of dollars 
in diversity initiatives, not only are 
these modalities ineffective; they 
have actually poisoned the work 
atmosphere, where innocent white 
people are frequently accused of 
harming co-workers of color. As 
Jesse Singal wrote recently in the 
New York Times, “diversity training 

that is mandatory or that threatens 
dominant groups’ sense of belong-
ing or makes them feel blamed may 
elicit negative backlash or exacer-
bate biases.” Who, given this state 
of affairs, are the winners? Not the 
workers of color, who will continue 
to be pitted against white co-work-
ers; not management, who will have 
to delegate funds for extra “train-
ing” and expected lawsuits; and not 
customers, onto whom these costs 
will be passed. The diversity, equity, 
and inclusion industry and its naive 
supporters, however, will thrive.

Irving Thorne
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Hizzoner Koch
To the Editor:

TEVI TROY’S ARTICLE on Ed 
Koch reminded me of the time I 

spent with Koch when I was a press 
secretary for his friend Henry Stern, 
city-councilman-at-large and then 
the parks commissioner (“Ed Koch, 
Ten Years Gone,” February). Henry 
helped Koch in all his campaigns 
and then helped Rudy Giuliani 
beat David Dinkins in an impor-
tant mayoral race. Henry was very 
disappointed after Koch said that 
Jews would be crazy to vote for Jesse 
Jackson. He believed the comment 
cost Koch another term as mayor.

Ed Koch was a noble man who 
fought for the benefit of all New 
Yorkers. I once told him that his 

brash and courageous style of poli-
tics reminded me of stories about 
Al Smith and Fiorello Laguardia. 
Koch smiled and said, “Thank you. 
I couldn’t be in better company.”

Jeffrey Sussman
New York City

1

Tevi Troy writes:

ITHANK JEFFREY Sussman for 
his kind letter and Ed Koch an-

ecdotes. I have heard from many 
people with Koch stories since pub-
lishing my article and look forward 
to using some of them in a future 
article—perhaps on the 20th an-
niversary of his death. 

Pondering 
McCarthy
To the Editor:

IENJOYED Abe Greenwald’s re-
view of Cormac McCarthy’s lat-

est novels (“The Gnostic Agnostic,” 
February). What I took away from 
my reading of The Passenger was 
that Alice and Bobby’s relationship 
had been consummated, a child 
conceived, and perhaps miscarried, 
or worse, and the presence of the 
Thalidomide Kid is a consequence 
of their unholy act, demonstrating 
that while the subconscious does 
not speak clearly to us, it really en- 
joys needling us. It’s much like hav-
ing a teenager in the house.

In his second novel, Outer Dark, a 
brother and sister’s child was left to 
die in the woods but survived. It’s not 
as if McCarthy is afraid to “go there.” 
Bobby and Alice are of vastly supe-
rior intelligence than the characters 
in Outer Dark, but despite this, they 
still fell prey to the same dark im-
pulses that never end happily.

Russell Aborn
Bonita Springs, Florida

1

Abe Greenwald writes:

RUSSELL ABORN offers a com-
pelling reading of The Passen-

ger. It’s certainly one I’ll continue 
to think about. But I can’t imagine 
McCarthy would have gone to such 
lengths to explain the Kid as some 
sort of intentional, otherworldly 
distraction if his presence had a dif-
ferent significance altogether.  
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 SHOULD WE BE worried that China controls too 
much of the world’s microchip manufacturing? 
Yes. China is not our friend and might decide to 

cut off our supply of chips at any time.
Would it be nice to have more semiconductor 

manufacturing in the U.S.? Absolutely. We learned 
during the pandemic that our supply chains for micro-
chips and other crucial components are too vulnerable.

So we should applaud the Biden administra-
tion’s CHIPS and Science Act, which allocates nearly 
$40 billion to help companies build new microchip 
factories in the U.S., right? Hold it right there, cowboy.

Biden’s plan to boost domestic chip manufactur-
ing is a disaster in the making, for several reasons. For 
starters, it won’t work. Efforts to prop up economic 
sectors through top-down industrial-policy programs 
almost never do. Even the most bloated bureau of 
government experts can’t understand the intricacies 
of a particular supply chain as well as the tens of thou-
sands of entrepreneurs, investors, and customers who 
live and breathe that industry every day. (Economist 
F.A. Hayek called this “the knowledge problem.”) That 
lack of detailed market knowledge is one reason the 
government is so terrible at investing capital.

Worse, such programs inevitably turn into insid-
er rackets. Politicians steer money to their friends (re-

member Solyndra?). And businesses lobby to turn their 
temporary subsidies into permanent profit centers.

Biden’s microchip master plan also reveals two 
ideological biases that pervade his administration and 
that will keep damaging the country long after Biden 
himself is gone. First, he and his team have a pro-
foundly undemocratic idea of how the government is 
supposed to work. They believe that once Congress al-
locates money for a program, the White House should 
be free to spend that money however it chooses—even 
on priorities Congress specifically chose not to fund. 
Second, Biden’s bureaucrats have a pinched, Old 
Left notion of how the economy works. In their view, 
private enterprise is morally suspect, but wise of-
ficials will tolerate some businesses as long as those 
can be enticed—or forced—into enacting progressive 
policies. Making sure private businesses serve public 
ends is a big job, of course. So the progressive project 
requires battalions of regulators to enforce an ever-
changing rulebook.

As it began explaining how the U.S. Commerce 
Department will hand out CHIP Act checks, the Biden 
team started issuing demands. First of all, it announced 
that any manufacturer seeking subsides under the pro- 
gram will be required to provide “affordable, high-
quality child care” for plant workers and construction 
crews. The companies can use their federal grants to 
hire local caregivers or build on-site day-care centers, 
as long as they follow Commerce Department “guide-
lines.” This focus on child care isn’t new. Biden’s failed 

James B. Meigs is a senior fellow at the Manhattan 
Institute, a co-host of the How Do We Fix It podcast, and 
the former editor of Popular Mechanics.

The Biden Progressive  
Bait-and-Switch

    TECH COMMENTARY

JAMES B. MEIGS
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Build Back Better bill included a whopping $400 bil-
lion for child care and preschool. But, as the New York 
Times notes, the White House “was unable to corral 
support from even a majority of Senate Democrats” for 
that measure. Congress (including some hoodwinked 
Republicans) did authorize gobs of money to boost 
domestic manufacturing. So now, with the money 
safely in hand, Commerce wants to redirect some of 
those subsidies to the social priorities Congress had 
declined to fund.

The child-care push is part of a broader White 
House mission to transform the American work-
place. In a recent speech, Commerce Secretary Gina 
Raimondo instructed the business 
world “to work with us toward the 
national goal of hiring and training 
another million women in construc- 
tion over the next decade to meet 
the demand not just in chips, but 
other industries and infrastructure 
projects as well.” In the administra- 
tion’s view, the lack of childcare 
is a key obstacle keeping women 
out of these male-dominated fields. 
After Congress declined to pass 
Biden’s child-care programs, Rai-
mondo says, she gathered her top 
aides around a conference table and 
told them that “if Congress wasn’t 
going to do what they should have 
done, we’re going to do it in [the] 
implementation” of the bills that did pass. In other 
words, Raimondo said the quiet part out loud—that 
the administration disdains Congress’s instructions—
and then bragged about it to the New York Times. 

Adam Ozimek, chief economist at the Economic 
Innovation Group, noted on Twitter that mandated 
child care is just one of the burdens the CHIPS pro-
gram imposes on manufacturers. Participants will also 
need to comply with union-boosting “prevailing-wage” 
requirements, provide other special favors to unions, 
refrain from “arbitrary” discipline or dismissal of 
workers, and so on. Each of these demands will boost 
labor costs and, no doubt, provide employment for 
the army of “compliance officers” needed to fend off 
the corresponding army of federal regulators with 
clipboards. Even without these requirements, the U.S. 
is a difficult place to build a chip factory. The Taiwan 
Semiconductor Manufacturing Company, the world’s 
biggest maker of advanced chips, is struggling to com-
plete a new plant in Arizona. The company recently 
told investors that construction in the U.S. “could be at 
least four times the cost in Taiwan, driven by labor ex-

penses, permits, regulatory compliance and inflation.”
On top of all those costs, the Biden plan imposes 

a “Buy America” requirement on program participants. 
It would take a book to explain just how fanciful this 
demand is. Semiconductor fabrication is the most 
complex, precise, and demanding manufacturing pro-
cess ever devised. Modern computer chips can contain 
billions of transistors, etched on layers of silicon just 
a few atoms thick. According to the U.S. chipmaking 
pioneer Intel, a single fabrication module can cost 
between $10 billion and $15 billion. Each module 
requires thousands of advanced components, many 
of which are not even made in the United States. To 

remain on the cutting edge, a semi-
conductor manufacturer must con-
stantly acquire breakthrough tech- 
nology from around the world. 
Telling chipmakers that they can 
use only domestically sourced hard-
ware and materials is like telling a 
chef to make a Michelin-star meal 
using only convenience-store ingre-
dients and a hot plate.

But once participants in the 
CHIPS program have jumped through 
all the hoops, filled out all the 
forms, and risked billions of their 
own shareholders’ dollars, at least 
they’ll have a shot at making a tidy 
profit, right? Well…no. Commissar 
Raimondo recently warned that 

participating companies will have to open their books 
to Commerce Department overseers, and they should 
expect to share any “excess profits” with the federal 
government. How much profit is too much? The compa-
nies—and their investors, if any remain—will just have 
to wait and see.

Even the Times noted the audacity of the White 
House demands: “Biden’s Semiconductor Plan Flexes 
the Power of the Federal Government,” read one head-
line. And don’t expect Biden’s progressive overreach to 
stop with microchip makers. As the Times wrote, the 
CHIPS demands join “a growing list of administration 
efforts to expand the reach of Mr. Biden’s economic 
policies beyond their primary intent.” The Biden ad-
ministration has managed to push through trillions in 
new spending on infrastructure, environmental mea-
sures, energy, and other initiatives. Much of that mon-
ey must filter through private industry: construction 
contractors, energy companies, agribusinesses, and 
more. That gives the administration unprecedented 
power to impose progressive policies on those private 
companies, including policies the White House could 

Even the Times noted 
the audacity of the White 
House demands: ‘Biden’s 

Semiconductor Plan 
Flexes the Power of 

the Federal Government,’ 
read one headline. 
And don’t expect 

Biden’s progressive 
overreach to stop with  

microchip makers.
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never push through Congress.
The $1.2 trillion Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, 

for example, is stuffed with what Politico called “be-
low-the-radar provisions that would make it easier for 
workers to organize” and give unions the upper hand 
in labor disputes. “Labor is not only all over supporting 
it,” American Federation of Teachers President Randi 
Weingarten told the publication, “it has helped craft 
it.” The bill also includes a provision called the “Build 
America, Buy America Act” which is far stricter than 
previous Buy America requirements. It demands that 
the materials and components used in infrastructure 
projects be produced in the United States. The require-
ment flies in the face of engineering reality. Almost 
all infrastructure today—wind turbines, power lines, 
bridges—requires high-tech components that are pro- 
duced in Germany, Japan, South Korea, or other 
countries. Simplistic Buy America rules will boost 
costs and, worse, cause months and years of delays as 
contractors seek waivers to these absurd restrictions.

One of Biden’s first acts as president was signing 
an executive order launching a government-wide “Justice- 
40” initiative. In the name of environmental justice, the 
ruling demands that 40 percent of all federal spending 
“relating to climate change, clean energy, and other 
areas” must flow to disadvantaged or marginalized com-
munities. After two years, the administration is still 
working out the details. But the advisory committee re- 
cruited by the White House recommends against 
“pipeline creation, expansion, or maintenance,” “road 
improvements,” “nuclear power,” and a host of other pro-
gressive bugaboos. Some of the initiatives the group rec-
ommends include free broadband, community gardens, 
and, of course, financial grants to local activist groups.

At a minimum, the Justice40 initiative implies 
that the Biden administration intends to override 
Congress’s instructions on how to spend the huge sums 
it allocated for infrastructure, climate mitigation, and 
other goals. Instead of seeking the most cost-effective 
means to bring down greenhouse-gas emissions, for 
example, agencies will be required to divert 40 percent 
of their spending to less effective, less efficient projects 
in poor communities.

When progressives implement policy, this kind 
of bait-and-switch is routine. Congress might have 
thought it was allocating money to making more com- 
puter chips, improving highways, or reducing emis-
sions. But along the way, a good deal of that money—
not to mention time and energy—will get diverted to 
other goals. Inevitably, these goals reflect the progres-
sive movement’s true priorities, including racial equity, 
reducing income inequality, restoring the dominance 
of unions, and creating a national child-care program. 

Biden and his allies failed to get their full progressive 
wish list through the legislative process. Now they are 
determined to smuggle big chunks of it through the 
backdoor of executive actions.

What’s especially galling here is the cynicism 
that underlies the White House’s policies. If Biden were 
serious about helping the U.S. semiconductor industry, 
there are plenty of steps he could take. The industry’s 
biggest challenge isn’t lack of capital, Adam White 
pointed out in the Wall Street Journal—it’s too much 
red tape. The billions of dollars Congress has allocated 
“will be squandered if lawmakers don’t do something 
about the host of regulations that currently block or 
deter the construction of chip fabrication plants and 
the broader ecosystem of facilities and companies a do-
mestic semiconductor industry requires,” White writes. 
By the same token, both microchips and green-energy 
technology require a range of mineral resources. These 
are currently almost impossible to mine in the U.S. be-
cause of outdated regulations. “To compete with China, 
Congress must unlock them,” he concludes.

The same goes for child care. The progressive mo- 
del for child care combines massive subsidies with elab-
orate regulations that drive potential caregivers out 
of the field. But economist Veronique de Rugy points 
out that we could solve the child-care shortage tomor-
row simply by “lifting the many idiotic rules (some 
federal and many state and local) that constrain sup-
ply and jack up the price.” (We could solve the housing 
crisis, the health-care crisis, and most other self-inflict-
ed crises through similar means, but those are topics 
for other columns.)

Such simple solutions don’t occur to progressives 
because they just don’t fit the progressive worldview. If 
you think private enterprise is greedy and corrupt, you 
certainly don’t want to give businesses more freedom 
to make their own investment decisions. Somebody 
might get rich! In the progressive model, government 
experts should make critical investment choices: Yes 
to more chips; yes to green energy; no to fossil fuels. 
Private companies can be allowed to implement those 
plans, but only if vigilant regulators keep them on a 
short leash. No windfall profits allowed.

This is the economy Biden and his allies want to 
build, one that’s more centralized, more dependent on 
taxpayer subsidies, and more heavily regulated. Under 
this model, the government has both more power and 
more money to spend on big, bold initiatives. And a lot 
of that money and power can be used to slip through 
progressive priorities on the down-low. We might 
never get the computer chips—or clean energy, or 
power lines, or highways—we were promised. But at 
least we’ll have plenty of child care.q
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 IF YOUR ONLY source for news about transgender 
issues was the New York Times, here’s what you 
would know. You’d know that trans people’s lives 

are constantly at risk, either from hate crimes or sui-
cides. And you’d know that an increasing number of 
young children, especially young girls, are so certain 
that they were born the “wrong” sex that the only 
responsible thing for the adults in their lives to do is 
to “affirm” them by giving them puberty-blocking hor-
mones, chest-binders, and other “therapies” that allow 
them to live “authentic” lives.

You’d know that any discussion of the dangers 
or long-term consequences of things such as intensive 
hormone treatments is an exercise in hatred toward 
trans people. You’d know that celebrities who have 
transitioned are brave civil-rights pioneers. And if 
you’re a reader of the sports section, you’d know that 
trans athletes who were born male but now dominate 
in competitions against women (who obviously lack 
the physical advantages of men) are heroes, and that 
anyone who complains about the unfairness of the 
situation is transphobic.

You’d know that many words of cultural signifi-
cance and meaning—words such as “woman,” “moth-
er,” or “breast-feeding,” for example—are particularly 
triggering to trans women and so must be replaced 
with phrases such as “chest-feeder” or “person with a 
uterus.” You’d know that often-debilitating surgeries 
that remove breasts and sexual organs and that, in 

some cases, produce lifelong health complications for 
patients are to be referred to only under the gauzy ban-
ner of “gender-affirming care” and ideally not much 
discussed.

In other words, for the past many years and in 
hundreds of stories, support and outright boosterism 
for the claims of transgender activists (and the de-
monization of any opponents) was the only coverage 
you could reliably find in the Times.

That is, until recently. In June 2022, the paper 
of record published a well-reported article by Emily 
Bazelon that offered a nuanced portrait of the debate 
within the medical community over how to treat trans 
children. “More teenagers than ever are seeking tran-
sitions,” she noted, “but the medical community that 
treats them is deeply divided about why—and what to 
do to help them.” Another article in November offered 
a critical look at what is and is not known about the 
effects of frequently administered puberty blockers.

The backlash these two stories created in the 
broader world of mainstream journalism is best rep-
resented by a headline from the left-leaning Texas Ob-
server: “There is no legitimate ‘debate’ over gender-af-
firming healthcare.” In fact, as Bazelon’s piece detailed, 
the debate in medical communities in other countries 
has been ongoing and has yielded far more caution 
with regard to treatments than has existed in the U.S.; 
both Finland and the UK have recently paused some of 
the more aggressive treatments for trans children, for 
example. No matter. Writing in Nieman Reports, Issac 
Bailey accused Times editors of contributing “to what 
feels like a moral panic about trans people.”

Christine Rosen is a senior fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute.

The New York 
Trans
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The outrage expressed here was a shocked and 
startled reaction to the fact that the Times was no 
longer treating as unquestionable the claims of trans-
gender ideologues. Those claims were instead being 
subjected to the kind of scrutiny journalists in other 
parts of the world had long practiced.

Both activists and journalists at the Times reacted 
by coordinating the release of two letters condemning 
the Times and demanding that the paper change the 
way it reports on transgender issues. The first letter, 
from GLAAD, a trans activist organization, asserted 
that the Times had to “stop questioning science that 
is SETTLED” and hire four transgender writers and 
editors within three months. The 
second letter, signed by more than 
1,000 writers—some of whom, such 
as Roxane Gay, are current or former 
contributors to the Times, as well as 
Times staffers—specifically called out 
the reporting of Bazelon and others 
as evidence of the paper’s unaccept-
able attitude toward transgender 
issues and compared it to the Times’ 
supposedly backward misreporting 
of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s.

But in a refreshing change for 
a paper that has often proven itself 
all too willing to be humbled by 
woke staffers, Joe Kahn, its new ex-
ecutive editor, behaved like the adult 
in the room. “Participation in such 
a campaign is against the letter and 
spirit of our ethics policy,” he wrote 
in a memo. “We do not welcome, and 
will not tolerate, participation by Times journalists in 
protests organized by advocacy groups or attacks on 
colleagues on social media and other public forums.”

As well-intentioned as Kahn’s statement of prin-
ciples is, however, it would have been unnecessary had 
the Times bothered to enforce its own ethical stan-
dards consistently during the past many years.

The Times’ own handbook states that the goal of 
the paper is covering news “as impartially as possible—
‘without fear or favor,’ in the words of Adolph Ochs, our 
patriarch—and to treat readers, news sources, adver-
tisers and others fairly and openly, and to be seen to 
be doing so.” But these standards are not consistently 
applied. In a section outlining the paper’s “Duty to our 
Readers,” for example, the Times claims, “In print and 
online, we tell our readers the complete, unvarnished 
truth as best we can learn it. It is our policy to correct 
our errors, large and small, as soon as we become 
aware of them.” In fact, as the numerous stealth-edits 

made to parts of the fact-addled “1619 Project” re-
vealed, the Times is not a stickler for publicly correct-
ing its errors if it reflects badly on favored journalists 
at the paper. Perhaps Times journalists expected that 
the same level of care would be given to their feelings 
about transgender ideology.

In another section about Times practices, the pa-
per says it wants its reporters “to be aware of their own 
biases and to consider how someone with an opposing 
view might think about the topics they are covering.” A 
worthy goal, surely.

The problem, as the backlash reveals, is that 
many reporters don’t believe there is a legitimate 

opposing view about transgender 
“rights.” The only appropriate view 
is to defend and amplify radical 
gender ideology—and to do so by 
engaging in something that no self-
respecting journalist should sup-
port: censorship of opposing views. 
As one anonymous Times staffer 
griped to Charlotte Klein at Vanity 
Fair, “there are people high up on 
the paper who think we are on the 
wrong side of history, and there is 
no public indication that anyone 
is grappling with that seriously.” 
Worse, as another anonymous jour-
nalist complained, management 
had forgotten the most important 
thing when running a newsroom: 
not hurting the newsroom’s feel-
ings. “I mean, this is a moment 
where New York Times employees 

are feeling profound hurt, disagreeing deeply on core 
issues, and it feels like leadership is nowhere to be 
found, except for a threatening letter,” the staffer said.

What the activists and their journalist allies 
objected to was simply reporting on an ongoing de-
bate about transgender medicine. That they thought 
it even appropriate to make this objection shows just 
how daunting is the challenge that Joe Kahn and other 
managers of newsrooms face.

Perhaps this is why, in the aftermath of the 
public airing of grievances over transgender ideology, 
the Times has gone back to its regularly scheduled 
programming: Recent stories featured in the paper 
include, “Rikers Is Already Awful, and It’s Worse if 
You’re Trans,” “Why the GOP’s Attack on Trans Rights 
Could Backfire on the Party,” and “These 12 Transgen-
der Americans Would Love You to Mind Your Own 
Business.” Joe Kahn’s memo was impressive, but the 
activists have won anyway.q
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 IF THERE WAS one word used most often to de-
scribe the first hearing of the House Select Com-
mittee on Strategic Competition between the 

United States and the Chinese Communist Party, it was 
“bipartisan.”

Republican chairman Mike Gallagher of Wis-
consin, who called the proceedings to order around 7 
p.m. on February 28, is friends with Democratic rank-
ing member Raja Krishnamoorthi of Illinois. The 24 
members of the panel were civil. Everyone looked out-
ward at the malign influence of the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC). The members resisted the urge to be 
drawn into domestic politics.

The press loved this feeling of solidarity. Clare 
Foran of CNN wrote that the evening was “a rare 
demonstration of unity across the aisle in a Congress 
increasingly divided along partisan lines.” The editors 
at Axios have called Gallagher’s committee “an oasis of 
bipartisanship” and “Capitol Hill’s great unifier.” The 
Washington Post editorial board was pleased as well. 
“It is all too rare these days to see House members 
working across the aisle with a shared—and serious—
sense of purpose,” it wrote. “So we should applaud even 
tentative signs that it’s still possible.”

What happens, though, when the clapping dies 
down? House Speaker Kevin McCarthy and Represen-
tative Gallagher deserve credit for focusing congres-
sional attention on the most important challenge to 

American primacy in the 21st century. But history 
suggests that the collegiality on display at the Select 
Committee’s debut will be temporary.

While both Republicans and Democrats say that 
they recognize the threat emanating from the Chinese 
Communist Party, acknowledging a danger is not the 
same thing as agreeing on what to do about it. Nor is it 
clear that Republicans and Democrats perceive China 
in a like manner. On the contrary: Each party’s view of 
the PRC is refracted through the prism of its own agen-
da. The differences between them will become clearer 
and sharper as Congress is forced to descend from the 
heights of abstraction to the earthbound nitty-gritty of 
policymaking.

Consider America’s long, twilight struggle again-
st Soviet Communism, to which the contest with China 
is often compared.

It was a Democrat, President Harry Truman, who 
at the outset of the Cold War established the policy of 
containment against the Soviet Union. In the main, 
Republicans upheld Truman’s strategy by following the 
lead of President Dwight Eisenhower, Vice President 
Richard Nixon, and Michigan’s Senator Arthur Van-
denberg. Thus, when it came to the American “compe-
tition” with the Soviet Union and global Communism, 
there was little separation between the parties.

Until Vietnam. President Lyndon Johnson was 
a Democrat in the Truman mold, but his self-imposed 
constraints on taking the fight to North Vietnam 
and to Vietcong sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia 
prolonged the conflict, thereby feeding the growing 
anti-war sentiment on the left wing of his party. By 

Matthew Continetti is a senior fellow and the Pat-
rick and Charlene Neal Chair in American Prosperity 
at the American Enterprise Institute.
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1968, when U.S. media distorted the outcome of the 
North’s Tet Offensive as an American defeat, Johnson 
had exhausted the political capital that had sustained 
the Democratic commitment to containment.

The bipartisan anti-Communist consensus un-
raveled. In an irony of history, the party that had done 
so much to lay the groundwork for U.S. success in the 
Cold War turned against its achievements. From 1972 
on, most Democrats opted for a soft approach to the 
Soviets. They preferred diplomacy, arms control, and 
economic and cultural exchange to actions that might, 
in the words of President Jimmy Carter, reveal an “in-
ordinate fear of Communism.”

The remaining hardline anti-Communists found 
a home in the Republican Party. They  
backed President Ronald Reagan’s 
military buildup, his stationing of 
intermediate-range nuclear missiles 
in Europe, and his assistance to anti- 
Communist insurgencies in Nicara-
gua, Angola, and Afghanistan. Mean-
while the post-Vietnam Democrats 
opposed all of Reagan’s initiatives.

It was only after the Berlin Wall 
fell, and the Soviet Union dissolved, 
that these Democrats retroactively 
constructed a myth of national uni-
ty against Communism during the 
1970s and ’80s. “Yesterday, cold war-
rior was a liberal epithet,” Charles 
Krauthammer observed in 1993. “Today everyone pre-
tends to have been one.”

America’s response to the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, followed a similar pattern. Presi-
dent George W. Bush, a Republican, played the part of 
Truman, reorienting U.S. counterterrorism strategy in 
groundbreaking ways. And at first, most Democrats 
acted like Eisenhower, authorizing Bush’s surveil-
lance, detention, and interrogation efforts, as well as 
the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.

Yet, if Bush was Truman, he was also like John-
son. His failure to send enough troops to secure the 
Iraqi population prolonged the war and eroded sup-
port at home. By the time Bush left office in January 
2009, the bipartisanship of the early years of the war on 
terror had disappeared—even though many of Bush’s 
policies and structures have endured. There hasn’t 
been a major terrorist attack on U.S. soil for more than 
20 years.

The leadership of the China committee is aware 
that consensus is often brittle. That is why it has work-
ed hard to present a united front. “Just because this 
Congress is divided,” Chairman Gallagher said in his 

opening statement, “we cannot afford to waste the 
next two years lingering in legislative limbo or pander-
ing for the press.” Ranking member Krishnamoorthi 
agreed. “We must practice bipartisanship and avoid 
anti-Chinese or Asian stereotyping at all costs,” he said.

In fact, one already can see the fault lines that 
will turn into partisan fissures over China. Republi-
cans frame the Chinese Communist Party’s hegemonic 
ambitions as a national-security priority, while Demo-
crats concentrate on the economic costs of China’s 
industrial dominance. Republicans are interested in 
Chinese Communist Party infiltration and subversion 
of domestic institutions, while Democrats say that 
counter-subversion is a mask for xenophobia.

Republicans want to crack down 
on Chinese fentanyl production, while 
Democrats admonish Beijing for its 
human-rights abuses in Xinjiang and 
Tibet. Democrats also believe that 
China must be included in the cam-
paign to limit carbon dioxide emis-
sions, and so they are reluctant to 
provoke the Chinese into abandon-
ing climate talks. Republicans, suf-
fice it to say, do not put a high value 
on fighting climate change.

Nor are the cleavages simply be- 
tween the parties. They are also with- 
in the parties. The GOP and the 
Democrats both have factions lob-

bying for closer commercial ties between the United 
States and China, along with advocates for the “strate-
gic decoupling” of the two economies. And the GOP and 
the Democrats both contain figures who argue against 
the incorporation of American ideals of freedom into 
foreign policy, either because (in the case of the MAGA 
Republicans) those ideals are said to distract from the 
mission of “America First,” or because (in the case of the 
Democratic Squad) those ideals are considered false.

These disputes may be sublimated at present. 
They will rise to the surface when Congress must de-
cide whether to increase defense spending, cut off cap-
ital flows, limit foreign investment and student enroll-
ment, and subsidize clean energy. And they will take 
on added urgency and meaning if Congress is asked to 
authorize U.S. intervention in defense of Taiwan.

No American, then, should be under the illu-
sion that the current spirit of fraternity is anything 
but transitory. That is the lesson of past generational 
conflicts, and indeed it would be odd if democracies 
refrained from robust arguments over international 
affairs. A bipartisan Congress is resolved to confront 
China—for now. Enjoy the unity while it lasts.q
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 C ECIL B. DEMILLE had a problem. He had 
already cast all the roles for his forthcoming 
blockbuster about the Exodus story, The Ten 

Commandments, but he had yet to find a suitable voice 
for God. According to the Bible, it was when standing 
before the burning bush at Sinai that Moses, by then a 
shepherd in Midian, was first addressed by the divine. 
Who, then, could provide a voice that was suitable for 
the Almighty? Scott Eyman’s biography of DeMille, 
Empire of Dreams, informs us that the great director 
was flummoxed: 

They tried individual actors, they tried a cho-

rale. They tried voices underwater, they tried 

voices amplified in canyons. There was even 

some thought about using mechanical means, 

as with an organ, with the sound department 

organizing the tones into words. “We tried 

everything, and everything was wrong,” said 

DeMille. 

In the end, DeMille’s quandary was solved by 
his chief researcher, Henry Noerdlinger, whose solu-
tion speaks volumes, literally and figuratively, to Jews 
around the world preparing to celebrate Passover 
again this year.

Because the Bible tells us little about Moses’s 
early life—he was 80 years old when called at the burn-
ing bush to embrace his role of redeemer—Noerdlinger 
was tasked by DeMille with discovering additional 
texts to use as fodder for the script. Noerdlinger, Em-
pire of Dreams tells us, combed through religious 
works connected to all three Abrahamic faiths, so that 
“sources for the script included the Midrash Rabbah, 
an ancient compilation of rabbinic commentaries, the 
Qur’an, Philo’s Life of Moses, and the writings of Jose-
phus and Eusebius.”

Noerdlinger discovered a rabbinic midrash that 
homiletically described the Almighty with a quan-
dary similar to that of DeMille: What voice should 
be utilized in the first revelation to Moses? Too loud 
a tone would frighten the desert shepherd, and too 
soft a voice would leave Moses uninspired. DeMille 
describes this in his own autobiography:

The Midrash Rabbah says that from the Burn-

ing Bush God spoke to Moses in the voice of 
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Moses’ father, Amram, so as not to frighten 

him. That lovely courtesy of God suggested 

that our audience too might accept a not un-

familiar voice, a little slowed and deepened: 

and so the Voice of God at the Burning Bush is 

Charlton Heston’s voice.   

The midrashic passage is a profound reflection 
of the drama at the center of Moses’s life. According to 
Exodus, Moses was born a Hebrew, but he was raised in 
the palace of Pharaoh. He had every incentive to ignore 
the travails of the people to whom he was bound by 
blood and yet could not resist making their cause his 
own. According to this magnificent midrash, it was a 
sense of connection to his familial past that never left 
Moses; what called him back was the recollection of a 
voice from the past, a father that he 
might never have seen since enter-
ing the Egyptian palace. Moses, in 
other words, embraced his Hebrew 
heritage because he was drawn by 
what Lincoln called the “mystic 
chords of memory.”

DeMille understood that the 
drama of Moses’s story was one of 
identity. In his 1956 film, when the 
hero embraces his Hebraic heritage, 
he is asked: “A moment ago you were 
a prince of Egypt, and now you are 
a son of slaves; you find no shame 
in this?” To this Heston replies: “If 
there is no shame in me, how can 
there be shame for the woman who 
bore me, or the race that bred me?”

Yet this scene reveals a pro-
found irony. Cecil B. DeMille was himself of Jewish 
descent; his mother, Beatrice Samuel, was a cousin of 
Viscount Herbert Samuel, the first commissioner of 
British Mandate Palestine. An actress in Brooklyn, she 
was seen on stage by Henry Churchill DeMille, who fell 
in love with her; she soon converted, and, to the con-
sternation of both their parents, they were married. 
As Eyman notes, DeMille obscured all this in the very 
autobiography that mentioned the midrash:

The creative problem of the book’s early pages 

stemmed from the fact that DeMille had de- 

voted paragraphs to his father’s family, but 

couldn’t figure out how to introduce his 

mother’s Jewish origins.…Ultimately, DeMille 

decided to give his mother’s maiden name 

in full and let it go at that.…He had spent a 

lifetime painstakingly constructing a patrician 

persona that didn’t have much room in it for 

Jewish second-hand silver merchants from 

Liverpool. He had always believed that in some 

way his mother’s heritage, perhaps even her 

life, began only when she converted to her hus-

band’s religion, and he wasn’t about to change 

his opinion now.

For Eyman, DeMille’s conduct here was no sur-
prise: “As with other great talents born in that era, such 
as Douglas Fairbanks and Fred Astaire, a part-Jewish 
heritage was something to downplay, not proudly 
proclaim.”

Yet DeMille’s movie, and the midrash that it 
utilized, reminds us that Moses’s story is one of family 

loyalty and identity, one that speaks 
to our own age. “Several centuries 
of Western thought,” Rabbi Jona-
than Sacks reflected, “have left us 
with the idea that when we choose 
how to live, we are on our own. 
Nothing in the past binds us. We 
are whoever we choose to be.” And 
yet, Sacks adds, it is against this 
idea that “Jewish life is a sustained 
countervoice. To be a Jew is to know 
that this cannot be the full story of 
who I am. A melody is more than a 
sequence of disconnected notes. A 
painting is something other than 
a random set of brushstrokes. The 
part has meaning in terms of its 
place within the whole, so that if 
history has meaning, then the lives 

that make it up must in some way be joined to one an-
other as characters in a narrative.”

The Exodus is a tale that changed the world, its 
impact extending far beyond the Jewish people, but 
the story of the hero that brought it about is one that 
speaks particularly to Jews who, in this age of assimi-
lation, still continue to gather every year to retell and 
re-experience its story.

The credits at the end of The Ten Command-
ments do not divulge who provided God’s voice at the 
burning bush; and there is, perhaps, meaning to be de-
rived from this cinematic lacuna. God’s call resounds 
differently to each of us, and, especially at Passover, it 
is made known in our memories of seders past, in the 
voices of parents and grandparents, calling for us, ask-
ing us to discover who we are—and who we are called 
to be.q

The Exodus is a tale that 
changed the world, its 
impact extending far 

beyond the Jewish people, 
but the story  

of the hero that brought 
it about is one that speaks 
particularly to Jews who, 

in this age of assimilation, 
still continue to gather 
every year to retell and  
re-experience its story.

Columns_April_3.13D.indd   18Columns_April_3.13D.indd   18 3/13/23   11:00 AM3/13/23   11:00 AM



Commentary 19

BY GARY SAUL 
MORSON

DO
RUSSIANS
WORSHIP
WAR?

Gary Saul Morson’s most recent book, Wonder Confronts Certainty: 
Russian Writers on the Timeless Questions and Why Their Answers 
Matter, will appear this May from Harvard University Press.

 HEN RUSSIA SEIZED Crimea in 2014, Secretary of 
State John Kerry declared the action passé. “You 

just don’t in the 21st century behave in 19th-century 
fashion by invading another country on completely 

trumped-up pretext,” he explained in the tone of a 
popular high schooler dismissing the clueless behav-

ior of a social wannabe. Among Russians, though, his 
reaction provoked mirth, much as Hillary Clinton’s 

“reset” button did five years earlier. Did American W
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leaders really imagine they could stop tanks with 
trendy words? Are armies ever out of date? And why go 
back to the “19th century,” as if the 20th had not been 
an era of especially widespread warfare?

Americans all too often presume that everyone 
else aspires to live and think as we do. Others must 
share our values, if only in secret, or at least be eager 
to learn them. This is a dangerous attitude to take with 
any nation or culture, but perhaps especially so with 
Russians—and never more so than when the topic is 
war. Russians simply do not think about war in the way 
Americans do.

As Gregory Carleton observes in his superb 2017 
study Russia: The Story of War, war is an indispens-
able part of how Russians see the world and their 
place in it. The extent to which World War II and 
all previous wars extending back a thousand 
years define Russian national identity is truly 
astonishing. Unless we grasp the Russian way 
of thinking, our policies are bound to be inef-
fective, if not counterproductive. While some 
of our responses to the attempted subjugation 
and submersion of Ukraine make sense, others 
may heighten the determination of Russians to 
continue fighting regardless of cost or sacrifice.

 R EMINDERS OF WAR are every-
where in Russia. Newlyweds ritu-
ally place flowers on the Tomb of 
the Unknown Soldier in Moscow. 
I don’t know any American who 

can identify the day May 9, the anniversary of Nazi 
Germany’s surrender, but in Russia it is the most 
important holiday of the year, consecrated by the 
Russian Orthodox Church. The sun always shines in 
Moscow on May 9, a day of parades, because Russian 
aircraft disperse the clouds. People carry photographs 
of relatives who fought in the war and thereby join “the 
Eternal Regiment.” May 9 defines what Carleton calls 
Russia’s “civic religion,” which, even more than Russian 
Orthodox holidays, unites Russians of all social classes, 
believers and atheists alike. They sense their kinship 
with the mystical body of the people, past and present. 
By contrast, few Americans still commemorate Decem-
ber 7, save for an annual newspaper article in the local 
paper and maybe an item on the morning news.

Wars figure in American history, of course, but 
they do not define what it is to be an American. (A partial 
exception may once have been the Civil War in the imagi-
nation of some Southerners.) The military in the United 
States may be respected, but it is not sacred, and criticism 
of it does not constitute blasphemy, as criticism of the 
Russian military often does. Of course, the United States 

has never been occupied by a foreign power.
To appreciate the Russian perspective, we should 

consider some basic historical facts. Americans were 
profoundly shocked by our loss of more than 50,000 
soldiers in the Vietnam War; in World War II, the toll 
was approximately 450,000. Now contrast that with 
historical memory in Russia. It is impossible to know 
the Soviet death toll from 1941 to 1945, but it was surely 
greater than 20 million—about 1 in 7 of all people, adults 
and children. Only 3 percent of Russian men born be-
tween 1923 and 1924 survived the war. Now go back a 
few more decades. During World War I, the revolutions 
of 1917, and the civil war that followed it, more than 
10 million lost their lives, not just from violence but, 
even more so, from hunger. In 1812, Napoleon’s Grand 

Army, the largest in European history up to that point, 
reached Moscow, which burned to the ground. In 1898, 
Nikolai Sukhotin, director of the General Staff Academy 
(the Russian equivalent of West Point), calculated that 
Russia had spent 353 of the previous 525 years—two-
thirds of its history as a nation—waging war.

Is it any wonder, then, that war means something 
different to Russians? In their conquest of the Russian 
lands in the 1230s, the Mongols wiped out whole cit-
ies and then ruled for more than two centuries. Even 
after their defeat, the Mongols’ successors in Crimea 
continued to raid Russia, burning Moscow twice, in 
pursuit of slaves to sell in the Middle East. “Crimea” 
is not just the name of a geographical space seized by 
Putin’s Russia in 2014. It is also a constant reminder 
of horrific battles, such as the raid on the Sevastopol 
fortress by the British and French during the Crimean 
War (1853–1856) and by the Nazis in World War II.

The Russian church has often elevated military 
leaders, not for dying for the faith, but simply for their 
military prowess in defense of the Motherland. In 
1988, the church canonized Dmitry Donskoy, the first 

The military in the United States
may be respected, but it is not 

sacred, and criticism of it does not 
constitute blasphemy, as criticism of 
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20 Do Russians Worship War? : April 2023

Morson_April_3.09C.indd   20Morson_April_3.09C.indd   20 3/13/23   11:02 AM3/13/23   11:02 AM



Russian leader to defeat the Mongols in battle. Alexan-
der Nevsky, generally considered by Russians to be the 
greatest countryman in their history, was proclaimed 
a saint for his victories over the Swedes and Teutonic 
knights in the 13th century. He is now the patron saint 
of the FSB (Putin’s successor to the KGB). Admiral 
Fyodor Ushakov, who fought the Turks in the 18th 
century, has become the patron saint (I am not making 
this up) of nuclear bombers.

President Putin chose May 7 for his inauguration 
in 2000 so it would lead directly into the May 9 holiday. 
An honor guard wore uniforms recalling those of the 
Napoleonic Wars. Imagine the mockery if an American 
president’s inauguration featured uniforms from the 
war of 1812. To us, 1812 was another world, and I know 
no one who, when visiting Washington, recalls how 
the British burned it. For Russians, on the other hand, 
history, especially military history, is not something in 
the past. Kerry’s comment about Russians behaving 
as if it were the 19th century presumes a linear view 
of history, in which later is better (or at least more 
sophisticated). But for Russians, history is cyclical. As 
Carleton astutely observes, “national identity . . . as-
sumes that history . . . repeats itself, extending back for 
centuries through a pattern of confrontation in which 
the actors’ names may change but not the primary ac-
tion.” So understood, all wars become the same war, 
“a single paradigmatic one that pits Russians against 
an implacable foe, where they are always the victims 
but never the vanquished.” Hitler really did plan to 
exterminate or enslave the Russians, and the Nazi 
thousand-day siege of Leningrad was designed to lead 
not to the occupation of the city but its elimination 
from the face of the earth. Seeing all wars as one war, 
many Russians read such intentions anachronisti-
cally into all earlier conflicts and presume them in all 
present conflicts. Whoever is Russia’s enemy means 
to destroy it utterly. No special evidence is required to 
characterize Ukrainians resisting Russia as “fascists” 
or “Nazis,” and NATO support of Ukraine can be meant 
only to destroy Russia. Only recently, many Russians 
maintain, the massive influx of Western economic and 
cultural influences after the fall of the USSR almost 
destroyed Russia “spiritually.”

In his May 9, 2007, address, Putin warned that 
even though Nazi Germany no longer existed, “such 
threats are not decreasing today. They merely trans-
form themselves by changing colors, and in these 
new threats . . . we see the same disregard for human 
life and the same pretensions to global hegemony.” In 
the Commentary podcast Giving Tanks, Frederick 
Kagan observed that even when Russian soldiers send 
home photos contradicting official accounts, their par-

ents say they are lying—a response Kagan attributes to 
the effectiveness of Putin’s propaganda. True enough, 
but what makes that propaganda so effective is a life-
time of seeing history as an eternal existential conflict.

According to the myth, Russia does not just de-
fend itself, it saves civilization. The reason the Mongols 
did not proceed to conquer Western Europe, the story 
goes, is that they did not dare to leave “the indomitable 
Russians” in their rear. For this reason, the poet Yevge-
ny Yevtushenko declared, the Eiffel Tower’s roots grew 
out of soil watered with Russian blood. But in point of 
fact, the Mongols defeated the “indomitable” Russians 
as easily as every other army they encountered.

The 18th-century poet Gavriil Derzhavin en-
thused:

What an honor from generation to generation

For Russia, its glory indelible.

The universe saved by her,

From the new hordes.

And there are always new hordes. The victory 
over Napoleon only reinforced this self-image. Dur-
ing the 19th century, Carlton explains, the idea that 
“Russian suffering was of another order, both in terms 
of scale and purpose,” took hold among conservatives 
such as Dostoevsky as well as radicals such as Nicholas 
Chernyshevsky. “It’s not as conquerors or pillagers that 
Russians appear in history,” wrote Chernyshevsky, “but 
as saviors.” Needless to say, Poles and Chechens did not 
see matters this way.

And how have Europeans repaid Russia? Not just 
with ingratitude, the myth goes, but with knives in the 
back. Even as Russia, suffering under Mongol rule, was 
saving Europe, the Swedes and Teutonic knights took 
advantage of its apparent weakness to attack, thereby 
inspiring the greatness of Alexander Nevsky. To a Rus-
sian, the West’s irrational “Russophobia” seems eternal.

Sooner or later, the countries that Russia saves 
turn on it, in the Russian mind. It has recently become 
common in Moscow to quote the quip of Czar Alexan-
der III that “Russia has only two allies—its army and 
its navy.” Russia is most itself, and most noble, when it 
is utterly isolated, alone against the world. At such mo-
ments, Russian patriotism reaches its apogee.

 O F COURSE, not everyone believes this. 
Although Tolstoy’s novel War and Peace 
is routinely forced by rulers into the 
mythic mode, the book repeatedly de-
bunks mythic thinking, simplistic his-

torical narratives, the celebration of war, the division 
of people into us and them, and the cult of heroism. 
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Its central character, Prince Andrei, begins believing 
in “glory” and eventually comes to realize the empti-
ness of this ideal. General Kutuzov, the book’s wisest 
character (and a real-life figure out of the Napoleonic 
Wars), despises not only simplistic narratives and fac-
ile pretensions to knowledge but also “patriotic feel-
ing”—not, as Tolstoy explains, because of any knowl-
edge of his own, “but because of something else. He 
despised them because of his age and experience of 
life.” Other Russian writers, from Vsevolod Garshin in 
the 19th century to Vasily Grossman in the 20th, have 
also questioned the myth.

During the period of glasnost in the 1980s and 
shortly after, some novelists and memoirists painted 
a wholly different picture of the war against the Ger-
mans. To begin with, they acknowledged that for the 
first third of the war, the USSR was Nazi Germany’s 
ally after having signed a treaty that divided up East-
ern Europe. Supplying the Third Reich with raw mate-
rials for two years, Russia joined the allies only after it 
was attacked. Having done away with 90 percent of its 
generals and admirals during Stalin’s systematic elimi-
nation of all potential opposition in the Great Purges 
of the 1930s, the USSR was in no position to respond 
adequately to invasion—all the more so because Sta-
lin, who trusted Hitler, had left the country virtually 
defenseless.

The Soviet government had already grown used 
to squandering millions of lives in class warfare, in-
dustrialization, the collectivization of agriculture, slave 
labor, and the frozen camps of Siberia, and it could 
hardly have been more profligate with human life dur-
ing the war. There is no doubt that much loss of life was 
self-inflicted. Even in besieged and starving Leningrad, 
the secret police continued their relentless arrests. Sol-
diers were treated as an infinite, essentially inanimate 
resource, so mine fields were cleared by having soldiers 
walk over them. To prevent men from retreating, 
“blocking detachments” of machine gunners were 
placed behind them. Defective equipment, lack of shel-
ter, inadequate clothing, poor sanitary conditions, and 
worse medical treatment defined the soldier’s experi-
ence. “What united recruits,” Carleton summarizes the 
memoirists, “besides diarrhea and lice, was constant, 
irrepressible hunger.” Some soldiers received adequate 
food only in 1945 from captured German food stocks. 
Officers stole soldiers’ food and treated their underlings 
with shocking brutality. Soldiers recalled fearing their 
own superiors more than the Germans.

After the war, the Russian army was celebrated, 
but injured veterans were utterly neglected. Russian 
soldiers who had been freed from Nazi prison camps 
were immediately dispatched to Soviet ones, since 

anyone who had seen the West was regarded as dan-
gerous. Well aware of what awaited them, countless 
Russian soldiers did anything to avoid going home. I 
remember my Russian history teacher observing that 
more people after the war claimed to be Serbs than 
the entire male population of Serbia. Eventually, the 
Allies, naively fulfilling their obligation to return citi-
zens to their homeland, forced Russians into transport 
vehicles at bayonet point.

The Red Army had supposedly liberated Eastern 
Europe, but their treatment of it could hardly be more 
shocking. Not just Germany was subjected to mass pil-
lage and rape; so were allies, such as Poland. As Anne 
Applebaum points out in Iron Curtain: The Crushing 
of Eastern Europe, 1944–1956, when the Yugoslavian 
Communist intellectual Milovan Djilas objected to 
Red Army behavior, Stalin asked how, as a writer, 
Djilas could not “understand it if a soldier who has 
crossed thousands of kilometers through blood and 
fire and death has fun with a woman or takes a trifle.” 
In January 1946, Hungary’s social-welfare minister 
responded to the consequences of mass rape with an 
evasive decree: “As an effect of the front and the chaos 
following it, there were a lot of children born whose 
families did not want to take care of them. I ask there-
by the bureau of orphanage to qualify all babies as 
abandoned whose date of births is from 9 to 18 months 
after the liberation.”

 T HE HISTORICAL RECORD demonstrat-
ing this horrific behavior toward “liberat-
ed” people is routinely denied, of course, 
but the myth has no trouble in making 
use of the phenomenal death rate of So-

viet soldiers. Here we come across what, to Americans, 
must be the strangest aspect of Russian thinking about 
war: the cult of death. In our war movies, the true he-
roes (or most of them) survive. By contrast, countless 
Russian war movies and novels feature as much death 
as possible. The story is not complete if anyone beside 
the one reporting the events survives. The more death, 
the greater the heroism.

Stories of mass death redeem Russia’s defeats, 
whether in World War I, Chechnya, or Afghanistan. 
The standard plot is that, against all odds, Russian de-
fenders continue fighting even when defeat is certain 
and there is no hope of escape. They die gloriously, 
rather than surrender. Consider the mythified story of 
the Brest Fortress. Located near the border between 
the Soviet Union and Poland, the fortress was rapidly 
surrounded by the Germans in 1941, but Soviet forces, 
remarkably, continued resisting for two weeks. Those 
too injured to fight supposedly killed themselves so 
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as not to waste food. A last stand took place in under-
ground tunnels amid fetid corpses. According to the 
legend inspiring Boris Vasiliev’s 1974 novel His Name 
Was Not Listed, one hero survived underground and 
continued to harass the Germans for months until his 
eyesight failed. This novel repeats the myth’s formulae: 
“Die, but don’t give up,” “defeat death with death,” and 
“you can’t conquer a real man even if you kill him.” The 
fact that today the fortress is within the borders of the 
nation of Belarus only feeds the belief that 
Russian lands extend beyond the present 
Russian federation. Geography is not just 
physical but spiritual, so any place where 
Russians fought a heroic battle—in Belarus, 
in Crimea, in Kiev—belongs to Russia.

The story of the Brest Fortress illus-
trates the distinctively Russian virtue of 
stoikost. Derived from the verb “to stand,” it 
means the ability to absorb endless suffering 
and casualties without giving in. General 
Mikhail Dragomirov, head of the Russian 
General Staff Academy at the turn of the 
20th century, took this doctrine so seriously 
that he scorned using the latest weaponry, 
such as the machine gun, lest it compromise 
Russian stoikost. He even opposed digging trenches or 
keeping one’s head down. “The Russian dies simply,” 
Dragomirov explained, “as if performing a rite.” The 
result was thorough defeat in the Russo–Japanese war 
in 1905—and then, of course, a new mythic story of 
how the ship Verlag continued to fight the Japanese 
navy on its own.

 R USSIA AS THE SAVIOR, the suffering 
hero, the eternally betrayed victim; Rus-
sia as always isolated and fighting for its 
very existence: This way of thinking may 
inspire Russians, but it understandably 

frightens their neighbors. From their point of view, the 
most impressive feature of Russia’s history is its contin-
ual expansion. Beginning with the conquest of Kazan 
in 1552, Russia acquired land about the size of Belgium 
every year for 400 years. In 1864, Foreign Minister Alex-
ander Gorchakov explained that, to secure its borders, 
Russia had to conquer the territory just beyond them, 
which in turn created a new border dictating yet anoth-
er expansion, and so on. In this way, Russia advanced 
to the Pacific Ocean in the 17th century; in the 18th, it 
reached the Black Sea while adding western Ukraine 
and most of Poland; and during the 19th, it occupied 
the Caucasus, annexed Finland, and completed the 
conquest of central Asia. With the adoption of Commu-
nism in the 20th century, Soviet Russia created puppet 

states in Eastern Europe while spreading its ideology to 
China, North Korea, Indochina, Ethiopia, and Cuba. So 
brutal has Russian and Communist rule been that one 
understands why Poles sometimes present themselves 
as Europe’s bulwark against barbarism, so that every 
time Poland loses territory to Russia, the civilized world 
grows that much smaller.

And how could Russia’s neighbors not be afraid? 
If Russians are willing to burn their own cities to the 

ground, as Ivan the Terrible did in the 16th century, or 
deliberately starve millions of their own peasants to 
collectivize agriculture, as Ivan’s admirer Stalin did, 
what would they do to others? And if the Russians are 
willing to treat Ukrainians, whom they claim to regard 
as the same people as themselves, as they do today, 
what would they do to Moldovans, Estonians, or Poles?

No less disturbing has been the authoritarianism 
fostered by Russian mythmaking. It is routine for Rus-
sians to observe that whenever power has been decen-
tralized, Russia has been subject to invasion. From this 
perspective, the “invasion” of Western ideologies and 
capital in the 1990s repeated the pattern set in the 13th 
and early-17th centuries. Only if state power is absolute 
and unquestioned, such thinking goes, can Russia sur-
vive. Democracy and decentralized power may be fine 
for Westerners, but for Russia they spell annihilation.

 O NCE ONE GRASPS how Russians think, 
one understands why Putin declares that 
Russia is now fighting not the Ukrainian 
people but fascists, and why he pictures 
Russia as the underdog in a struggle with 

NATO. Also clear is his confidence that Russia can outlast 
its foes and that Western powers will tire of paying for a 
war before Russians tire of dying in it.

In this light, one might reconsider American 
responses to Putin’s invasion. Military aid to Ukraine 

The Soviet government had already
 grown used to squandering millions of
 lives in class warfare, industrialization,
 the collectivization of agriculture, slave
 labor, and the frozen camps of Siberia,
 and it could hardly have been more 
profligate with human life during the war.
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may be necessary to prevent subsequent invasions of 
Moldova or other neighboring countries and then to 
forestall the conquest of those neighbors’ neighbors. 
Success, as Kagan insisted on the January 25 Com-
mentary podcast, requires real commitment on 
our part, not just a burst of sympathy that lasts until 
the next morally inspiring cause presents itself. The 
president must explain clearly and forcefully what is 
at stake and why. On the other hand, some Western 

sanctions seem counterproductive. It is one thing to 
prevent the Russian army from accessing needed parts 
and technology, but it is folly to imagine that Russians 
will respond to a lower standard of living (the purpose 
of imposing sanctions) as we would; quite the contrary.

By the same token, widespread attempts to 
“cancel” all of Russian culture are particularly ill-
advised, as well as just plain silly. In 2022, a concert 
featuring the compositions of Stravinsky was canceled 
in Belgium, while the Cardiff Philharmonic in Wales 
scratched a Tchaikovsky program. The Haarlem Phil-
harmonic in the Netherlands decided it “would be 
inappropriate to celebrate Russian music” and killed 
off a festival featuring both Tchaikovsky and Stravin-
sky. Closer to home, the Vancouver Recital Society 
cancelled pianist Alexander Malofeev, the winner of an 
International Tchaikovsky Prize for Young Musicians. 
Columbia University Press curtailed a series of transla-
tions of Russian literary classics. A colleague objected 
to my own university’s fledgling center to study the 
history of Russian philosophy; one even hears calls to 
“decolonize” the curriculum by ending the teaching of 
War and Peace.

Even when the Soviet Union posed a much great-

er threat to the United States, no one tried to cancel 
Tchaikovsky concerts or lectures on Dostoevsky. To the 
contrary, that was when the study of Russian culture 
first took off in American universities and Russian lan-
guage began to be taught in high schools. In contrast to 
today, Americans reasoned that it made sense to know 
more, not less, about one’s rival.

Such actions not only make our students more 
ignorant, they validate Russian accusations that the 

West is fighting not to preserve Ukrainian bor-
ders but to destroy Russian culture. Why else 
would one hold Stravinsky or Tolstoy (who even-
tually rejected all war) responsible? By the same 
token, making Russians, including those who 
have fled Putin’s Russia, feel like pariahs can only 
strengthen their will to resist. And does it make 
sense to prevent Russians who disagree with 
Putin from accessing assets they need to escape 
the country?

Far from fighting a war against Russian 
culture, we should be encouraging Russians to 
define it differently. In the Russian imagination, 
only one thing competes in importance with war, 
and that is Russian literature. As I explain in my 
forthcoming book,* no country in the world has 
valued literature more than Russia, and Russians 
consider this fact essential to who they are. In a 
review of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, Dostoevsky 
himself suggested that at last the existence of the 

Russian people had been justified by its publication. It 
is hard to imagine a Frenchman or an American think-
ing his existence required justification, but, if he did, 
surely he would not find it in a work of literature!

Westerners take for granted that literature ex-
ists to reflect life, but Russians often speak as if life 
exists to be made into literature. Literature is Russian 
scripture. The very phrase “Russian literature” carries 
a sacred aura and resonates entirely differently from 
the way “American literature” sounds to Americans. 
In their attitude to their canon, Russians can perhaps 
best be compared to the ancient Hebrews when the 
scriptural canon was open and books could still be 
added to it.

Far from canceling Russian literature and other 
great Russian cultural achievements, we should be en-
couraging Russians to take pride in them instead of in 
war. Not Nevsky but Chekhov, not tanks but Turgenev, 
not the patron saint of nuclear bombers but the author 
of Anna Karenina. Only in that way can Putin’s Russia 
become Pushkin’s Russia.q

* Wonder Confronts Certainty: Russian Writers on the Timeless 
Questions and Why Their Answers Matter (Harvard UP, 2023).

Even when the Soviet Union posed
 a much greater threat to the

 United States, no one tried to cancel 
Tchaikovsky concerts or lectures on

Dostoevsky. To the contrary, that was
 when the study of Russian culture

first took off in American universities
 and Russian language began to 

be taught in high schools.
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How Iran’s Regime 
Is Threatened by 
Its Clerics
A new wrinkle in the Islamic Republic’s continuing political crisis

By Reuel Marc Gerecht and Ray Takeyh

 F
EREYDOON ABBASI is a hardline 
parliamentarian and former head of 
Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization. In 
2010, he barely survived what looked 
like an Israeli assassination attempt. 
And in December 2022, this stalwart 
of the mullahcracy issued an unusual 

rebuke. “Just complaining is not enough,” he said. “It 
is expected that the seminary will offer its opinion on 

how to solve our problems.” In the middle of the most 
serious uprising that Iran’s Islamic Republic has con-
fronted in its 44-year lifespan, Abbasi chose to single 
out the nation’s clerical elders for a solution to the 
troubles swirling around the theocracy since the death 
of a young Kurdish-Iranian woman, Mahsa Amini, on 
September 16, 2022. Given the strain on the security 
services, the rapid decline of Iran’s currency, its ac-
celerating nuclear program, and near-constant Israeli 
covert action inside the Islamic Republic, it seems cu-
rious that a nuclear physicist and a former member of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, who isn’t known to 
opine on religious issues, should be so concerned with 
the musings of nonagenarian ayatollahs in the shrine 
city of Qom.

Reuel Marc Gerecht, a former Iranian-targets 
officer in the Central Intelligence Agency, is a resident 
scholar at the Foundation for the Defense of Democra-
cies. Ray Takeyh is a senior fellow at the Council on 
Foreign Relations.
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Since the death of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
in 1989, the Islamic Republic has not infrequently had 
to deal with city-shaking demonstrations, strikes, and 
even rebellions. The clerical regime has found itself 
confronting sullen members of the middle class and 
angry youth time and again. In 2009, protests against 
a rigged presidential election reached a million people 
in the streets of Tehran; in 2019, the security forces 
used automatic-weapons fire to suppress dissent that 
verged on insurrection. But the continuing protests 
sparked by the death of Amini at the hands of the mo-
rality police last year are different.

The slogan at the center of the protests is  “Women, 
Life, Freedom”—zan, zendegi, âzâdi—and it deliber-
ately conceals more than it reveals. This is not a revolt 
for clean elections, better wages, or even female eman-
cipation. It is a plea for personal dignity and individual 
sovereignty. This upwelling explicitly aims to overturn 
the theocracy and replace it with a democracy no 
longer limited by clerical oversight. Although not well 
appreciated by many outside of Iran, democratic aspi-
rations were a significant driver of the revolution in 
1978–79. The ruling clergy was compelled by that fact 
to incorporate democratic elements into the new reli-
gious order; and so for many, even within the clergy, 
the Islamic Republic’s legitimacy is believed to rise 
from the people as well as God and the holy law. The 
people need to be supervised, of course, by those who 
know better—the clergy. But the body politic has con-
stituent authority that even hardcore theocrats reluc-
tantly recognize. And the Islamic Republic’s flirtation 
with limited democracy throughout its tenure, which 
led Iranians to hope intermittently that they might be 
able to change the course of their country at the ballot 
box, has whetted the appetite among many for the real 
thing. As the legitimacy of theocracy has collapsed, the 
desire for popular sovereignty has risen.

R EVOLUTION-LOYAL clerics have worried about 
the health of the republic since Khomeini’s 
passing more than 30 years ago. The late 

Mohammad-Reza Mahdavi-Kani, himself a cleric of 
unimpeachable revolutionary credentials who often 
served as an intermediary between the clerical es-
tablishment in Qom and the ruling political clergy in 
Tehran, warned in the early 1990s that clerics were 

becoming corrupted by power and wealth, that they 
were losing the affections of the faithful. According to 
him, mullahs needed to remember that their essential 
role in Iranian society depended on their spiritual and 
juridical work away from power.

His counsel wasn’t followed, and partly as a re-
sult, official Iranian studies have that shown a rapidly 
declining number of young men are seeking a clerical 
education even though it remains the pathway to power 
and wealth for the poor. Even more telling, Iranian 
women of the lower and middle classes, where the wives 
of clerics have usually come from, no longer find mul-
lahs attractive as mates. And the regime is well aware 
that mosque attendance has dropped precipitously. 
The historic norm for Shiites, who had a complicated 
relationship with state authority throughout most of 
Islamic history, was irregular mosque attendance. That 
changed with the Islamic revolution. What far-sighted 
revolutionary clerics like Mahdavi-Kani feared would 
happen has come to pass: The public expression of 
Muslim fraternity, if it still exists in the Islamic Repub-
lic, has distanced itself from state-controlled mosques 
and imams. This likely explains the growth of a more 
mystical, mullah-hostile, populist Shiism among the 
poor.

Clerical leaders have taken note of all this dis-
content. Their usually subtle, indirect critiques of the 
theocracy have become bolder. The grand ayatollahs 
are cautious men inclined toward consensus who usu-
ally present themselves as concerned guardians of the 
revolution and the faith. Outside of religious ritual and 
the mundane aspects of Islamic law, they tend to focus 
on economics, the people’s material well-being—but 
politics are never far behind.

When the troubles broke out in September 2022, 
Grand Ayatollah Naser Makarem Shirazi stressed, “We 
will not resolve the issue of hijab or poverty with pres-
sure.” Hossein Nuri Hamadani, a clerical leader who is 
arch-conservative on most issues, including women, 
insisted, “If plans to eliminate oppression, discrimina-
tion, and poverty are not on the agenda, and if these 
issues are not resolved, then the Islamic revolution 
has not reached its objectives.” He went further: “It is 
necessary for officials to listen to the people’s demands 
and solve their problems and be sensitive to their 
rights.” His fellow divine, Ayatollah Abdullah Javadi-

The public expression of Muslim fraternity, if it still exists 
in the Islamic Republic, has distanced itself from state-
controlled mosques and imams.
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Amoli, embraced the opposition, noting, “We also ac-
cept this slogan.…Listen to the students.” He ended his 
message with a stark warning: “If the nation rises up, 
we have no way to escape.”

All this has sparked its share of consternation 
in the capital of Tehran. Emissaries from the capital 
frequently journey to Qom hoping to quiet aggrieved 
ayatollahs. In the past months, speaker of the parlia-
ment Mohammad Qalibaf and various ministers have 
pleaded their case. President Ibrahim Raisi, who has 
been crisscrossing the country since his election and is 
known to work the phones, has also been calling Qom.

S O WHY DOES the regime care now? Tehran is 
known for disciplining recalcitrant and dis-
respectful mullahs. It usually shows a certain 

decorum toward the grand ayatollahs, whose patron-
age systems aren’t legally under Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei’s control. The politicized clergy are often 
tied by affection and family to mullahs who’ve chosen 
to keep their distance from government. But there is 
no question who rules. And the fossilized theological 
elite atop Iran’s clerical establishment surely have no 
base of support among the rebellious youth. In fact, 
given the public’s long experience with theocratic rule, 
Iran has perhaps become the most secular Muslim na-
tion in the Middle East, Turkey included.

What Mahdavi-Kani worried about 30 years 
ago—if religion is about everything, then it becomes 
about nothing—has probably happened for most peo-
ple under 30. That may well also be true for people 
under 50. An Islamic Republic that makes worship its 
business routinely issues reports documenting the in-
creasing secular direction of its subjects. The mosques, 
as the regime points out, are mostly empty even on 
days of religious commemoration. Hardly anyone 
purchases religious tomes issued by the state publish-
ing houses. It’s a decent guess that no one in Iran who 
listens to Western music, diaspora Persian pop, or Sufi 
compositions has ever voluntarily touched a religious 
guidebook by Khamenei. In terms of appearance, men 
eschew beards and women hate the headscarf. Since 
the outbreak of the latest insurrection, mullahs have 
routinely been accosted on the streets. (This has been a 
problem since the 1990s, but it appears to have gotten 
much worse.) In sharp contrast to the 1970s, religion 

has lost its centrality in Iranian society.
The supreme leader and his allies take a dim 

view of the grand divines. Given Khamenei’s lack of 
theological erudition (he was a middling scholar when 
Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, then the majordomo of the 
political clergy, made him the supreme leader), he has 
always approached his more accomplished brethren 
with a mixture of envy, suspicion, and hostility. As an 
aspiring totalitarian state, the Islamic Republic sought 
to nationalize religion and diminish the autonomy of 
seminarians. The Revolutionary Guards have even set 
up their own religious school; Khamenei controls the 
selection and sermons of the Friday prayer leaders.

But the hawza—the community of senior clerics 
of Qom—has not succumbed to the state’s attempts 
at total control. And the marjas, the “sources of 
emulation” considered the highest authorities in Iran’s 
branch of Shia Islam, continue to offer benediction to 
supplicants, collect alms from the faithful, and to some 
extent chart their own path. Khamenei doesn’t esteem 
these old men, but he has to take into consideration 
any criticisms they might make, for the simple reason 
that many of his foot soldiers might care a lot what 
these divines think.

The Islamic Republic has never been a tradi-
tional authoritarian state; it’s more an ideological con-
struct. Such regimes require a dogma, a serious argu-
ment sanctioning repression. They ask their security 
forces routinely to bloody their hands, even sometimes 
to commit atrocities.

Its working-class enforcers often come from reli-
gious families. And Iran’s overlapping security services 
have a lot of conscripts. Even within the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards, the country’s elite military force, 
conscripts may represent more than half the corps. 
The top echelons of the guards may be tied to the gov-
ernment by financial rewards and privileges of power, 
as well as a militant creed, but such dispensations do 
not trickle down all that generously. Faithful enlisted 
men need religion to justify their actions. They likely 
respond best, without guilty consciences, when the 
gravamen against the enemy is defined by religious be-
lief. The regime, given its fairly accurate understand-
ing of what has been taking place in Iranian society, 
likely views its conscripts as sentries who themselves 
need to be watched for wobbliness.
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It’s a decent guess that no one in Iran who listens to 
Western music, diaspora Persian pop, or sufi compositions 
has ever touched a religious guidebook by Khamenei.
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This is why the clerical critique is so subver-
sive. The Islamic Republic’s current dilemma is ex-
istential. All national armies that confront civilian 
protestors have their share of doubts and defections. 
The esteemed leaders of the Shiite community—and 
nonpolitical clerics work their way up the totem pole 
through a combination of skills (erudition, fundrais-
ing, marriage)—cannot operate without the approba-
tion of their families and fellows. A marja knows people 
voluntarily follow his views; if someone strongly dis- 
agrees with a grand ayatollah, he or she is free to search 
elsewhere for guidance. That undoubtedly discon-
certs, if not frightens, the regime as its popularity has 
collapsed. Khamenei is demanding that poor young 
men be willing to return to their own neighborhoods 
and kill those who are culturally close. They need to be 
willing to kill young, unveiled women. The clerics are 
not making that demand easy to enforce.

Although it has become commonplace to hear 
Western and Iranian feminists describe Iran’s Islamic 
society as misogynistic, that isn’t how the faithful, 
especially the regime’s supporters, view it. They see 
themselves as protecting women from the depreda-
tions of men. It’s been obviously hard for the regime 
to square the imperative to protect women, which is 
at the core of male Islamic culture, with the demand 
to beat and kill girls. Khamenei, who isn’t soft-hearted 
and has a proven fondness for men who excel at killing, 
has flinched in his rhetoric when it comes to describ-
ing young women as the “enemies of God,” which is 
the usual way the regime labels those who rebel. As 
they always do when demonstrations disquiet them, 
Khamenei and the guards have tried to cast the lat-
est revolt as a Western and Zionist plot to undermine 
Islam and an uncompromising revolution. In their 
eyes, the tumult after Amini’s murder is a conflict 
between believers and nefarious agents of foreigners. 
This charge is also hard for Iranians to take seriously 
when young women and girls—some may well be the 

daughters and granddaughters of clerics and guards-
men—are on the front lines.

Given that female dissent in Iran is now present 
even among the poor and lower middle class, the pres-
sure on the poorly educated foot soldiers of the regime 
must be intense. The Islamic Republic’s increasingly per-
manent state of instability is a minefield for those who 
must oppress dissenters who look and talk like them.

Khamenei likely knows he will have no surcease 
to this agitation before his death. He is 83 years old and 
not in the best of health. He sees his true enemy—West-
ernization—pretty clearly since he himself was once 
enraptured by European literature. He translated the 
works of Sayyid Qutb, the Egyptian father of modern Is-
lamic militancy, into Farsi because he, too, was appalled 
by, and perhaps guiltily attracted to, the Occident’s per-
sonal freedom. Khamenei knows that the West’s secret 
sauce is its capacity to encourage people to self-actuate.

Among women, even in the holy city of Qom, 
which has seen frequent demonstrations since Sep-
tember, Western views, values, and sentiments appear 
to have penetrated quite deeply. It’s a perverse paradox 
for the theocracy: The Islamic revolution’s success has 
produced a secularizing nemesis. For the moment, on 
the streets, the regime appears to have the upper hand. 
Though strained, the security services have held.

But all revolutions have their ebbs and flows. 
Intense activity alternates with relative calm. Iran’s 
senior seminarians have extensive alms-collecting 
networks throughout the country. They have, in other 
words, informal intelligence services nationwide feed-
ing information back to them. They are surely aware 
how deep the anger is now against the theocracy. They 
probably sense more tumult coming. Like the ruling 
elite, they don’t appear to have any clear idea of how 
to stop it. They obviously don’t want more violence. It’s 
a biting irony that their pacific intentions, that their 
commendable public airing of their concerns, may 
well make the Islamic Republic even more unstable.q

Khamenei and the guards have tried to cast the latest 
revolt as a Western and Zionist plot to undermine Islam 
and an uncompromising revolution.
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Taste:  
What Is It?  
Who Needs It?  
How Do You 
Acquire It?
An examination

By Joseph Epstein

 N
O ACCOUNTING FOR TASTE,” 
the best-known words on the 
subject run, and indeed it turns 
out that not all that many 
people have actually attempted 
to account for taste. Apart from 
that pertaining to gastronomy, 

taste has not been a subject much explored. Yet what a 
significant subject it seems, for there is taste in books, 
art, ideas, humor, companions, clothes, and just about 
everything else the world has to offer.

De gustibus non est disputandum—“there is no 
disputing taste”—is the longest-standing aphorism 
about taste, though of course people dispute it all the 
time. “You say there can be no argument about mat-
ters of taste,” Nietzsche wrote in The Gay Science. “All 
life is an argument about matters of taste.” Without 

Joseph Epstein has written for Commentary  for 
60 years.
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disputes over taste, criticism would be out of business. 
The avant-garde is about changing taste, sometimes 
radically. Arguments about taste may be the most 
passionate arguments of all. I, for one, should rather 
be told that my political opinions are wrong than that 
my apartment is drab or my favorite poets third-rate. 
I have the support here of La Rochefoucauld, who 
wrote, “Our self-love can bear less to have our own 
tastes than our opinions condemned.”

Taste can mystify understanding, and often 
does. For example, I cannot grasp the aesthetics of tat-
toos, or understand why anyone finds them attractive, 

yet their popularity has greatly increased in recent 
years. Nor do I understand the pleasure derived from 
rap music or why men, many famous athletes among 
them, find that wearing earrings is elegant. Neither 
can I work up much interest in Bob Dylan, whom I 
am prepared to let blow in his own rather pretentious 
wind. None of his songs seems to me authentic; all 
seem pseudo-profundities acquired secondhand from 
Woody Guthrie and others. Taste—go figure!

Along with Nietzsche, David Hume was among 
the major philosophers who wrote about taste. Hume 
chiefly attempted to establish an objective basis for 
taste. Opposing taste to passion, he held that the for-
mer enlarged “the sphere both of our happiness and 
our misery, and makes us sensible to pain as well as 
pleasures, which escape the rest of mankind.” He set 
out the standards for fair-minded taste. According to 
Hume, the problem of taste is that “among a thousand 
different opinions which different men may entertain 
of the same subject, there is one, and but one, that is 
just and true; and the difficulty is to fix and ascertain 
it.” Hume is less incisive on how to acquire true taste 
than he is on those things that get in the way of estab-
lishing it, with prejudice high among them. 

“Prejudice is destructive of sound judgment,” 
Hume wrote, “and perverts all operations of the intel-
lectual faculties: It is no less contrary to good taste; nor 
has it less influence to corrupt our sentiment of beau-
ty.” Good taste, for Hume, is bound up with a sound 
understanding. Both go into making what he calls 
“delicacy of taste.” This delicacy of taste “is requisite to 
make him [the critic, or anyone else with genuine good 

taste] sensible of every beauty and every blemish, in 
any composition or discourse.”

Many things stand in the way of attaining true 
delicacy of taste: one’s nationality, one’s social class, 
one’s age, one’s temperament, the time in which one 
lives. Of the last, Nietzsche wrote: “One has to get rid 
of the bad taste of wanting to be in agreement with the 
many. ‘Good’ is no longer good when your neighbor 
takes it into his mouth.” The taste of the majority, Ni-
etzsche is saying, rarely if ever qualifies as good taste. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau thought that taste finally 
eluded definition. “The further we go in search of a 

definition of taste,” he wrote in 
Émile, his study of the education 
of youth, “the more we are be-
wildered; taste is only the power 
of judging what will please or 
displease the greatest number. 
Go beyond that and no defini-
tion is possible.” 

Tastes of course vary, wide- 
ly and wildly. “One person is more pleased with the sub- 
lime,” Hume writes, “another with the tender; a third 
with raillery. One has a strong sensibility to blemishes, 
and is extremely studious of correctness: Another has 
a more lively feeling of beauties, and pardons twenty 
absurdities and defects for one elevated or pathetic 
stroke.” Hume concludes: “Such preferences are in-
nocent and unavoidable, and can never reasonably be 
the object of dispute, because there is no standard, by 
which they can be decided.”

Then there is fashion, which often plays a signifi-
cant role in the formation of taste. The fashions that 
prevail at a given moment mark their time as surely as 
its ideas or anything else about it. Fashion can pervert 
taste. When fashion leads, Rousseau felt, “the object 
of taste changes: Then the multitude no longer has 
judgment of its own. It now judges only according to 
the views of those whom it believes more enlightened 
than itself. It approves not what is good but what they 
have approved. In all times, see to it that each man has 
his own sentiments, and that which is most agreeable 
in itself will always have the plurality of votes. Here 
people often defer in their tastes to those they think 
better informed than themselves, approving not what 
they think superior but what others do.” Hence the 
power of persuasive critics to form taste. 

“The rich, in order to display their wealth, and 
the artists, in order to take advantage of that wealth, 
vie in the quest for new means of expense,” Rousseau 
wrote. “This is the basis on which great luxury estab-
lishes its empire and leads people to love what is dif-
ficult and costly. Then what is claimed to be beautiful, 

Then there is fashion. The fashions that 
prevail at a given moment mark their 
time as surely as its ideas or anything 
else about it. Fashion can pervert taste. 
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far from imitating nature, is beautiful only by dint of 
thwarting it. This is how luxury and bad taste become 
inseparable. Wherever taste is expensive, it is false.”

Not entirely true. Many expensive things can be 
in good taste: splendid houses facing water, pleasing 
paintings, artistically designed jewelry, elegant auto-
mobiles, certain items of clothing. One, of course, may 
have a taste for many things one cannot afford. Rous-
seau, a thinker who never seemed to mind going too 
far, adds: “A taste for ostentation is rarely associated 
in the same souls with a taste for honesty. No, it is not 
possible that minds degraded by a multitude of futile 
concerns would ever raise themselves to anything 
great. Even when they had the strength for that, the 
courage would be missing.”

As for how tastes change, Nietzsche felt that 
change in taste is more powerful than a change in 
opinion, and that what changes taste is the views of 
powerful and influential men who “announce, with-
out any shame, hoc est ridiculum, hoc est absurdum, 
in short, the judgment of their taste and nausea; and 
then they enforce it tyrannically.” When people talk 
about taste-makers, they are really talking about 
taste-changers, with the obvious proviso that not all 
changes in taste are changes for the better. What is a 
tasteful opinion? In The Gay Science, Nietzsche cites 
one: “Above all, one should not wish to divest existence 
of its rich ambiguity: that is a dictate of good taste, 
gentlemen, the taste for reverence for everything that 
lies beyond your horizon.” A distasteful opinion, one 
with a wretched history, would be anti-Semitism. 

The evidence of changing taste is ubiquitous, 
perhaps never more so than at present. In television 
interviews, athletes now commonly use such phrases 
as “kick ass” and “pissed off”; on some cable-television 
shows, the f-word appears more 
frequently than many common 
prepositions. A current televi-
sion commercial invokes you to 
“put your keister in a Honda.” 
In the middle-class suburb in 
which I live, men in their fif-
ties and beyond go about in 
cargo shorts, tank tops, and flip-
flops—clothes my father, not a notably formal man, 
wouldn’t have worn to take out the garbage.

Taste runs the gamut from bad to good, vulgar to 
exquisite, sound to precious. We all like to think of our 
own taste as at least sound, with perhaps a few think-
ing theirs exquisite. But how can we be certain? Apart 
from examining our taste item for item, I’m not sure we 
can. “Taste,” Rousseau believed, “is natural to all man-
kind, but they do not possess it in the same degree. . . . 

The degree of taste which it is possible for us depends 
on our innate sensibility; its development and form 
depend on the societies in which we live.” The develop-
ment of taste, Rousseau held, depended on living in 
large enough societies that allow us to make compari-
sons among things, and these must be societies that al-
low for amusement and idleness, “for those of business 
are not regulated by pleasure, but by self-interest.”

 In some realms, good taste is, or ought to be, pre-
cluded. Jokes, for one. A joke in good taste is likely to 
be an unfunny joke. Consider the following joke from 
the standpoint of taste:

Mr. Birnbaum comes to his rabbi to ask him 

to say kaddish for his recently deceased dog 

Buster. The rabbi tells him that Jews do not say 

kaddish over dead animals. Birnbaum tells the 

rabbi that all his relatives are now dead and 

that Buster was like family to him. The rabbi 

does not back down. Birnbaum then says that, 

if the rabbi will accommodate him, he will 

write a check for $10,000 for the rabbi’s special 

fund for the education of ghetto children. After 

a slight hesitation, the rabbi agrees, but says 

that it must be done next Wednesday, in the 

small chapel, before the morning prayers, with 

no other witnesses present. That Wednesday 

the rabbi says kaddish and speaks for fully 20 

minutes about Buster. At the close, Birnbaum, 

tears in his eyes, hands the rabbi the check, and 

says, “I don’t know how to thank you, rabbi, for 

what you said about Buster. Until today, listen-

ing to you, I had no idea how much Buster had 

done for Israel.”

Told by a non-Jew, the joke is likely to seem in 
even worse taste. As it happens this joke was told to me 
by Sol Linowitz, formerly chairman of the Xerox corpo-
ration, over lunch at the F Street Club in Washington, 
D.C. As we emerged from the club, Sol remarked on the 
vulgarity, the bad taste, of the stretch limos lined up 
outside the club.

In their very personae, people can themselves 
seem in good or bad taste. Fred Astaire always seemed 
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When people talk about taste-makers, 
they are really talking about taste-
changers, with the obvious proviso that 
not all changes in taste are for the better.
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an emblem of good taste, aristocratic yet very Ameri-
can. A run of English actors—Ronald Colman, Douglas 
Fairbanks Jr., David Niven—seemed to embody good 
taste, at least on screen. 

As for bad taste, one doesn’t have to go any fur- 
ther than our current and previous American presi-
dents. Nearly everything about Donald Trump sug-
gests bad taste, from his hairdo to his views about 
women to his crude put-downs of anyone who dis-
agrees with him. The bad taste inherent in Joe Biden 
is perhaps less obvious but no less pervasive. Bad taste 
in Biden ranges from his endless recounting of his par-
ents’ advice to him when he was a boy—“Joey, my father 
used to say to me. . .”—to his bringing up the death of his 
son Beau on every possible occasion to show his own 
sensitivity to the world’s sadness. (No Irishman, it is 
said, is ever taken in by the charm of another Irishman, 
but in Joe Biden’s case, one doesn’t have to be Irish to 
be impervious to his attempts at charm.) Beyond bad 
taste, both men, Trump and Biden, have been accused 
of being sexual predators. No one would ever accuse ei-
ther man of even lapsing into good taste. Perhaps when 
people in polls declare they don’t like the direction in 
which the country is headed, what they really mean is 
that our recent presidents, our national leaders, in their 
differing ways, have been in appallingly bad taste.

Which brings up the question of what taste has, 
if anything, to do with character. One would like to 
think that a person of good character would also be a 
person of not necessarily flawless but at least gener-
ally sound taste. A man or woman of exquisite taste 
and bad character is easily imagined. One of life’s little 
disappointments is the discovery that some people can 
attain to high culture and in all other realms be with-
out taste. Less easily imagined is a man or woman of 
good character but vulgar tastes. One of life’s pleasant 

surprises is that some people, quite without culture, 
can be generous and in every way good-hearted. 

Rousseau thought a distinction needed to be 
made between taste and morals. In Émile, he notes 
that “taste is no more than self-knowledge in regard 
to little things” and adds that “since it is on the sum of 
little things that pleasure of life depends, attention to 
them is by no means a trivial matter. From it we learn 

to drink deep of the good things which lie within our 
reach and go drain from them all the meaning which 
they can have for us.” He then proceeds to skid off the 
track by declaring that one should “consult the taste of 
women in physical matters, which pertain to the judg-
ment of the senses, and that of men in moral matters, 
which are more dependent on the understanding.”

 D O I, I ASK MYSELF, have what David Hume 
called “the delicacy of taste”? Here are a few of 
my own preferences. In the realm of culture, I 

prefer Mozart over Beethoven, Raphael over Michelan-
gelo, Hazlitt over Emerson, Tennyson over Walt Whit-
man, Paul Klee over Pablo Picasso, Marcel Proust over 
James Joyce. As you might have guessed after reading 
my animadversions about rap music and the songs 
of Bob Dylan, my taste in popular music runs to the 
singing of Nat King Cole and Rosemary Clooney, Ella 
Fitzgerald and Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra and Sarah 
Vaughan. La Rochefoucauld again: “Tastes in young 
people are changed by natural impetuosity, and in the 
aged are preserved by habit.”

After graduating from the University of Chicago, 
where an interest in material objects was regarded as 
opposed to an interest in truth, beauty, and goodness, 
I found myself purposely buying dullish cars—Chevy 
Malibus, Oldsmobile Cutlasses—lest I be thought 
taken in by the low-grade status conferred by the pos-
session of a flashy or elegant auto. When the price of 
an Olds Cutlass exceeded $20,000, I shed my concern 
about such matters and bought a 3-series BMW. I next 
jumped up to 5-series BMWs, and thence to S-type 
Jaguars. Apart from gazing out the rearview mirrors of 
these cars, I never looked back. 

My clothes are a throwback almost to my high-
school days. While I own no jeans, I mostly go about 

in chino, or khaki, wash pants, 
penny loafers, and polo shirts 
and (in colder weather) sweat-
ers worn over them. I have had 
the good luck not to have had 
to work in an office since 1970, 
and suspect that such suits as 
I own have by now gone out of 
style. I have bought a number of 

items—a suede jacket, a winter coat, a double-breasted 
blazer—in vintage clothing stores. I have never had a 
beard or mustache, and tend to believe, with George 
Balanchine, who allowed none of his male dancers 
to have beards or mustaches, that there is something 
slightly false about them in the modern age. 

As for tasteful speech, in recent years I have at-
tempted to eliminate the use of what Clifton Fadiman 

A person of exquisite taste and bad 
character is easily imagined. Some 
people, quite without culture, can be 
generous and in every way good-hearted. 
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called the “coital intensifier,” or the f-word. The same 
goes for other readily available four-letter words. I try 
my best only to say “yes” and never “yeah.” I hope I am 
a good listener. Like many an older gent, I fear I too 
often repeat my repertoire of anecdotes. I may well tell 
too many jokes? I worry, perhaps not sufficiently, about 
being a bore.

How does one attain to 
David Hume’s “delicacy of taste”? 
Rousseau thought a first step 
was to go off to live in Paris. “Per-
haps there is no civilized town 
where the general taste is worse 
than in Paris,” he wrote, “yet this 
is the capital where good taste is 
trained, and few books of note have lately been written 
in Europe of which the author has not been to Paris to 
form his taste.” Can Paris, or life in any other city, imbue 
good taste? I have lived much the better part of my life 
in Chicago, never a citadel of good taste. In Chicago, one 
can drive 10 miles down most of the city’s main streets 
and not encounter a person tastefully attired. New 
York has long been thought more sophisticated than 
Chicago, but also more aggressive—“Can you tell me 
how I can get to the Empire State Building,” a visiting 
Hoosier asks a native New Yorker, “or would you prefer 
I go screw myself?”—and aggression is not usually in 
good taste.

Good taste, David Hume’s “delicacy of taste,” if 
it is to be acquired, must be acquired on one’s own. 
The only way to do so is make a conscious attempt to 
eliminate all that is distasteful in one’s public presen-
tation. Prejudice has to go. So, too, narrow views. One’s 
opinions must not be too firmly pressed; nor must one 

live to win arguments, political or other. Charm, if one 
can command it, may be taken on, and with it quiet 
elegance, though neither in a too obvious way. Any hint 
of vulgarity must be effaced.

Or perhaps no program of this or any other kind 
is needed. Good taste is instead to be had, more sim-
ply, by invoking one’s better instincts, putting other 
people’s feelings on a par with one’s own, being gener-
ous in one’s impulses, kindly with everyone, above all 
never hurting or humiliating others. Social sensitiv-
ity, generosity, kindliness, gentleness in all one’s deal-
ings—here, surely, are the ingredients, the ultimate 
prescription, for the best of all good taste.q

Good taste is to be had by invoking one’s 
better instincts, putting other people’s 
feelings on a par with one’s own, above 
all never hurting or humiliating others. 
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Mozart’s Jewish 
Librettist
A brief history of a poorly kept secret

By Robert L. Marshall

 T
HE POET Lorenzo Da Ponte (1749–
1838) is likely the most famous cre-
ator of operas who never composed 
a note of music. He wrote the li-
bretti for three of Mozart’s greatest 
works: The Marriage of Figaro, Don 
Giovanni, and Così fan tutte. But if 

a present-day classical-music buff knows anything at all 
about his life story, it would probably be the fact that 
Da Ponte was born a Jew. A particularly well-informed 
enthusiast would also know that Da Ponte converted 
to Catholicism, was ordained as an abbé, and, after an 
unusually turbulent and colorful existence, eventually 
landed in America—where he spent his last decades as, 
among other things, the first professor of Italian at Co-
lumbia. His Jewish origin was almost entirely unknown 

until the 20th century. How this fact was handled over 
the centuries constitutes a history of concealment, ru-
mor, discovery, denigration, and exploitation.

Da Ponte himself was at pains throughout his 
life to hide his Jewish background. His Memoirs (first 
published in New York, in Italian, in 1823) begin with 
a fair warning on the first page. He declares, “I shall 
speak but little of my family, my neighborhood, my 
early years, as of matters …of scant moment to the 
reader….I was born on the tenth day of March in the 
year 1749 in Ceneda, a small but not obscure city of the 
Venetian State. When I was five years old, my mother 
died. Fathers, as a rule, give little heed to the early 
years of their children.”* Neither here nor anywhere 
else in the Memoirs does Da Ponte name his parents or 
mention that they were Jewish.

It is not clear whether Mozart ever knew that Da 
Ponte was a converted Jew. The composer moved to Robert L. Marshall, the Sachar Professor of Mu-

sic emeritus at Brandeis University, is the author, most 
recently, of Bach and Mozart: Essays on the Enigma of 
Genius (University of Rochester Press, 2019).

* Memoirs of Lorenzo Da Ponte. translated from the Italian by 
Elisabeth Abbott, originally published in 1929.
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Vienna in March 1781; Da Ponte arrived later that same 
year. The two apparently met for the first time in early 
1783 at the home of Raimund Wetzlar (1752–1810), Mo-
zart’s sometime landlord, one of his patrons, and the 
godfather of his firstborn son. In letters to his father, 
Mozart referred to Wetzlar variously as “the rich con-
verted Jew,” “a rich Jew,” “an honest friend.”

One assumes that both Wetzlar and Da Ponte were 
aware that the other was a Jewish convert and that their 
shared background played a role in establishing their 
relationship, but that is not known for certain. A similar 
question arises regarding the relationship between Da 
Ponte and the emperor. Da Ponte claims in his memoirs 
that, from the beginning, he was a particular favorite 
of Joseph II—who had appointed him (instead of other 
ambitious aspirants) poet of the newly revived Italian 
court opera beginning with the April 1783 season. Just 
three months earlier, Joseph had issued an Edict of 
Tolerance. The Edict emancipated the Jews of Vienna 
and allowed them to practice their faith openly. Could 
it be that Joseph was aware of, or at least suspected, Da 
Ponte’s Jewish origins and that this fact had predisposed 
the enlightened despot in favor of the newly arrived and 
quite inexperienced poet?

Joseph II died on February 20, 1790—just after 
the premiere of Così fan tutte. His successor, Leopold II, 
proved to be just as antagonistic to the poet as Joseph 
had been benevolent. In March 1791, Leopold dismissed 
Da Ponte from his post at the opera. By the end of May, 
as the consequence of a series of intrigues by his enemies 
but mostly on account of diplomatic missteps by Da 
Ponte himself, the new emperor ordered him to leave Vi-
enna. In 1805, after more than a dozen years in England, 
a bankrupt Da Ponte fled to America, where he remained 
for the rest of his life.

The earliest reference, in print, to Da Ponte’s Jew-
ish origins—one in which, to be sure, the claim is pre-
sented as a rumor—appears in the Reminiscences (1826) 
of the Irish tenor Michael Kelly (1762–1826). Kelly sang 
in the premiere of Figaro and knew both Mozart and Da 
Ponte personally. He notes, “It was said that originally 
[Da Ponte] was a Jew, turned Christian, dubbed himself 
an Abbé, and became a great dramatic writer.”

Da Ponte himself, in his published writings, made 
a single reference to his origins. In a verse addressed to a 
friend and patron of his youth, one Pietro Zaguri, the poet 

recalls an incident when his enemies cried out, “Let him 
be crucified….Let us stick him back in the ghetto, whence 
came his guilty race.” Otherwise, as his biographer Sheila 
Hodges notes, “when he mentions Jews, which he very 
rarely does, it is always from a distance, without refer-
ence to himself or his background, and sometimes in a 
faintly derogatory way.” Indeed, on one occasion in his 
Memoirs, Da Ponte refers to “the fat-pursed descendants 
of Abraham.”

Who, then, could have been spreading the ru-
mors of Da Ponte’s Jewish origin? As we have just seen, 
Da Ponte himself had confirmed the fact of his Jewish 
background to Pietro Zaguri, whom he got to know in 
Venice in the mid-1770s—and through whom he made 
the acquaintance of Giacomo Casanova. About a year 
after Da Ponte’s marriage in August 1792, Zaguri wrote to 
Casanova—falsely and no doubt mischievously—claim-
ing that Da Ponte had married a Jewess “in a synagogue 
according to Jewish rites.”* Strong evidence that Zaguri, 
Da Ponte’s longtime friend and sometime antagonist, 
was happy to not only spread but embellish a surely false 
rumor.

 I T WAS NOT until the turn of the 20th century that 
the facts were established. Della Vita e delle Opere 
di Lorenzo Da Ponte, a comprehensive biography 

of Da Ponte, published in 1900, definitively presented 
specific information about the poet’s Jewish origins. 
The book’s opening sentences read: “Lorenzo Da Ponte 
was born…into a Jewish family. His father’s name was 
Geremia Conegliano, his mother Ghella (Rachele) 
Pincherle.” The second paragraph informs us that the 
boy’s name was originally Emanuele.

The book’s author, Monsignor Angelo Marchesan 
(1859–1932), occupied the same post at the prestigious 
seminary in Treviso that Da Ponte himself had held as 
a young man. Marchesan’s work in the archives finally 
put many facts of Da Ponte’s early years on a firm ba-
sis. With respect to his earliest religious upbringing, 
however, we still know nothing beyond the fact of his 
Jewish birth and lineage. Specifics begin to take form 
only in connection with the events of August 29, 1763, 
the day on which the 14-year-old Emanuele, along with 

Could it be that Joseph II was aware of, or at least 
suspected, Da Ponte’s Jewish origins and that this fact had 
predisposed him in favor of the newly arrived poet?

* The details of Da Ponte’s wedding—formal or informal, reli-
gious or secular, if any at all—are unclear.
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his brothers and widowed father, were baptized in the 
Cathedral of Ceneda by the local bishop, Monsignor 
Lorenzo Da Ponte. The family took on “Da Ponte” as 
the family name. Emanuele, the oldest son, took the 
bishop’s given name as well. Six weeks earlier, Emanu-
ele had written a letter to the priest who had been 
instructing him for the upcoming ceremony. In the 
letter, which survives, the young man declared that 
he “recognized the falseness of Judaism” (conoscere la 
falsità dall’Ebraismo).

Less than two months after the baptism, Loren-
zo and his brother began training for the priesthood. 
Ten years later, the 24-year-old was ordained as an 
abbé and celebrated his first Mass. Before the end of 
1774, Lorenzo was teaching at the seminary in Treviso.

While his father became a pious Catholic, the 
depth of Lorenzo’s commitment to the faith is unclear. 
As he confessed in his memoirs: “My father …was 
thinking of turning me to the Altar; though that was 
utterly contrary to my vocation and my character. I 
was therefore trained after the manner of the priests, 
though inclined by taste and, as it were, made by na-
ture for different pursuits.”

The Mozart biographies that appeared in the 
early decades of the 20th century often briefly mention 
Da Ponte’s Jewish background—as little more than a 
piquant detail. By the time the Nazis took power, Da 
Ponte’s Jewish roots were completely familiar and clearly 
presented a significant challenge for anyone in Germany 
professionally involved with Mozart. Erik Levi has docu-
mented the history of this in his Mozart and the Nazis: 
How the Third Reich Abused a Cultural Icon (2010). One 
solution was to remove Da Ponte’s name altogether from 
discussions of the works. Another was to claim that only 
Mozart’s genius compensated for the weaknesses and 
moral failings of the texts—understood to be the inevi-
table product of the librettist’s Semitic race. Most trou-
bling for the regime: The Mozart–Da Ponte operas were 
invariably sung in German, the standard translation was 
by a Jew, Hermann Levi, and singers were reluctant to 
learn new texts. The entire enterprise became moot after 
the war when the operas were increasingly performed in 
the original Italian.

The scholarly treatment of Lorenzo Da Ponte 
since World War II, not surprisingly, has been varied. 
Alfred Einstein’s Mozart: His Character, His Work (1946) 

became one of the most widely read studies of the com-
poser. His brief summary of Da Ponte’s career through 
his meeting with Mozart is complete and balanced: 
neither ignoring nor exaggerating the importance of his 
Jewish parentage, conversion, or the adventures and 
misadventures of his youth.

A massive French Mozart biography by Jean and 
Brigitte Massin, first published in 1959, provides a good 
example of the new normalization governing the treat-
ment of Da Ponte’s origins. It reports that his original 
name was Conegliano; a footnote adds that he was 
“d’origine juive.” 

In recent decades some important publications 
have been silent about Da Ponte’s Jewish roots—not, 
this time, because the facts were unknown but rather 
because they were known well enough to be taken for 
granted. Other writers, however, have pursued the mat-
ter quite passionately. Volkmar Braunbehrens discovers 
in them a crucial key to his character, arguing, in Mozart 
in Vienna: 1781–1791 (1990), that “Da Ponte profited from 
the abilities that an oppressed and persecuted people 
develop early on: self-assertiveness, …fortitude, …inven-
tiveness to cope with a humiliating outsider’s existence.”

Wolfgang Hildesheimer (1916–1991), like Braun-
behrens, German-born, but unlike Braunbehrens (born 
1941), a Jew who fled Germany in 1933, writes with touch 
of bitterness in his Mozart (1982), “Who was Da Ponte? 
…He is always described as ‘without scruples,’ an oppor-
tunist….Somewhere, …anti-Semitic feeling usually crops 
up.” Robert W. Gutman’s Mozart: A Cultural Biography 
(1990) emphasizes Mozart’s friendly relations with Jews 
and does not fail to mention that he met Da Ponte “in a 
circle of converted and ennobled Jews.” 

A remarkable development in the years since the 
war has been the proliferation of full-length biographies 
devoted explicitly to Lorenzo Da Ponte. This develop-
ment attests that Da Ponte himself has captured the 
imagination of posterity. After countless previous in-
carnations—Jew by birth, Catholic convert and priest, 
adventurer, libertine, classicist, poet, bookseller, grocer, 
pedagogue, professor, impresario—Lorenzo Da Ponte has 
assumed one last identity. The gifted writer of opera texts 
is no longer relegated to play forever, like Leporello to 
Don Giovanni, a supporting role in the life of the immor-
tal Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. He has, finally, become 
the leading protagonist in his own ambiguous drama.q

The Mozart biographies that appeared in the early decades 
of the 20th century often briefly mention Da Ponte’s 
Jewish background—as little more than a piquant detail.
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The Screech  
of Genius

Politics & Ideas

On Will Arbery’s 
Heroes of the 
Fourth Turning
By Tod Lindberg

 A
T SOME POINT in the 
life of a new cultural 
product, that work may 
escape the time and 
circumstances of its 

creation, the initial reaction of au-
diences to it, and reviews by con-
temporary critics. It graduates to a 
higher place, to the standing of a 
work of art.

Initial impressions do matter. 
When the premiere of Stravinsky’s 
Rite of Spring in 1913 kicked off a fuss 
in the audience subsequently des- 
cribed as a “near-riot,” there must 
have been, among those present, at 
minimum the sense that something 
new and interesting was joining the 
world at the ballet that day. As for 
those who booed, surely even they 
later boasted of their attendance at 
the premiere. And of course, Stravin-
sky’s composition soon thereafter 

made its transition into a canonical 
work of musical modernism.

Few new works make that jour-
ney. I think Will Arbery’s Heroes of 
the Fourth Turning, which premier- 
ed in 2019, will be one of the few 
American plays of our time—per-
haps the only one—that will enter 
the literary canon.

 H EROES OF THE Fourth 
Turning is set outside a rus- 
tic house in rural Wyoming. 

The house is near Transfiguration 
College, a very small, very conser- 
vative Catholic “great books” school 
where students “spoke conversa-
tional Latin and locked your phone 

Tod Lindberg is a senior fellow 
at the Hudson Institute. He is the 
author of The Political Teachings of 
Jesus and The Heroic Heart: Great-
ness Ancient and Modern.
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in a safe for four years and rode 
horses and built igloos and memo-
rized poems while scaling moun-
tains,” as one character recalls to 
another. Those two—Kevin and Te-
resa—graduated seven years ear-
lier, along with the cabin’s owner, 
Justin. Having served as a Marine 
Corps sniper and been married and 
divorced before going to Transfigu-
ration to try to resettle his spiritual 
life, Justin is 10 years older than his 
fellow alums. The cast of characters 
is completed by Gina, the newly in-
augurated president of Transfigura-
tion, a 64-year-old mother of eight 
who taught the others, and her 
youngest daughter, Emily, who is 
25. We join them all late at night as 
the party at Justin’s celebrating the 
inauguration has largely broken up.

These characters are all faithful 
and conservative Catholics, and 
the ostensible subject matter of 
the play is their struggle to relate 
to a world around them growing 
ever more distant from traditional 
moral teaching—both Catholic pre-
cepts and the stern biblical and 
virtue ethics of the ancient world. 
Much of the theatergoing audience 
of our day has had little real-world 
interaction with people such as 
these characters—human beings 
talking, arguing, venting, laughing, 
crying, and importuning among 
themselves in accordance with the 
premises of their Catholic faith.

On this stage, for example, abor-
tion is simply and inarguably mur-
der. The dispute between the char-
acters on the subject is largely over 
the apportionment of the blame for 
what one character brands a “mod-
ern-day Holocaust.” Justin, the for-
mer Marine, describes the modern 
world as “a system that distracts 
[young people] from true moral 
questions and refocuses their at-
tention onto fashionable and facile 
questions of identity and choice.” 
He traces the problem to the early- 
20th-century eugenics movement 

and the desire of its leader Mar-
garet Sanger “to eliminate any- 
thing ‘unclean’ or ‘imperfect,’ includ- 
ing black babies and Down syn-
drome babies” in favor of “a ster-
ilized world based around state-
mandated pleasure and narcissism. 
These are just facts, look it up y’all.”

For much of the audience, this a 
laugh line. What’s funny to today’s 
paying customers is that Justin 
thinks these are “facts.” Arbery’s 
real comic point here is that his 
character is dead right when it 
comes to the facts about Sanger.

So it is that the play unfolds as 
a bit of a peep show—a window on 
an unknown world, yet one that 
provides the audience a little trans-
gressive thrill. Whether with en-
thusiasm or disgust, the characters 
voted for Donald Trump in 2016. 
Therefore, to most of the audience, 

they are specimens in a zoo for the 
deplorable. And that is how the play 
was mostly reviewed. Some conser- 
vative critics embraced it on mir-
ror-image grounds—in support of 
the way Arbery’s characters defy 
the manners and mores of the 
times.

If that’s all there was to Heroes 
of the Fourth Turning, it would be 
merely an interesting and well-
executed problem play. But there 
are two additional elements to He-
roes. The first makes it art, and the 
second makes it great art.

Arbery’s title draws on a 1996 
book called The Fourth Turning: 
An American Prophecy, by William 
Strauss and Neil Howe. It’s a crack-
pot work of pop history and futur-
ism. Strauss and Howe argue that 
human affairs have forever turned 
on cycles spanning four genera-
tions. The “Fourth Turning” marks 
the onset of a 20-year “Crisis”—a 
crucible of existential challenge in 
which one era comes to an end and 
a new one begins. Each generation 
has its characteristic type. The Mil-
lennials of this play are called upon 
to be heroes, like those of the Great-
est Generation who fought World 
War II during the previous period 
of Crisis. As the character Teresa 
says with enthusiasm, “there’s a 
war coming.” She’s a writer and 
spoiling for a fight with the left, and 
like most 29-year-olds fervent in 
ideology—secular or religious, left 
or right—she has every incentive 
born of self-importance to exagger-
ate the stakes. It’s war; she’s a hero.

The action of this plotless play 
consists of its characters wrestling 
with their roles in this war. Justin ob-
serves that Transfiguration College 
“makes 99 percent great people”—
“Healthy. Happy. Humble. Building 
families.” But the play is not about 
them. Those people have already left 
the party. Those left on stage are the 
“weird lingerers.” And each, as the 
college’s name promises, undergoes 

iHeroes 
of the 

Fourth Turning’s 
characters are 
all faithful and 
conservative 
Catholics, and 
the ostensible 
subject matter 
of the play is 
their struggle to 
relate to a world 
around them 
growing ever 
more distant 
from traditional 
moral teaching.
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a transfiguration of a kind.
Teresa’s militancy, very much 

of our time, is at a far remove 
from any thought of loving your 
neighbor, let alone your enemy. In 
an exchange with Gina, the new 
president of Transfiguration, Tere-
sa is in fighting mode. “If we don’t 
collectivize ourselves, we’re going 
to be exterminated.” Gina, whose 
prized student Teresa once was, is 
appalled by this. “Where did I go 
wrong?” Gina asks. Teresa rebukes 
her: “You just lost track of the new 
thinkers.” Gina replies, “I failed 
you. This is a brutal and stupid 
way of thinking…. It’s imbecilic. It’s 
un-Christian…. Look at you, you’re 
worldly, you’re crude, and you’re 
weak. You’re one of them.” Whatev-
er righteousness Teresa might once 
have embodied has transfigured 
into pure blinding hatred for her 
ideological enemies.

Another character, Kevin, is at-
tracted to Teresa’s war but suspects 
he’s too weak for it, girlfriendless 
and addicted to Internet porn as 
he is. Teresa agrees. Teresa repeat-
edly calls Kevin a “soy boy,” a term 
of derision whose meaning Kevin 
professes not to know. At last, she 
defines it for him: “a whiny bitch 
trapped in the body of a man.” This 
bit of LGBTQ resonance tips Kevin 
over the edge. The stage directions 
tell us Kevin “starts hitting his 
leg, or something else scary.” He’s 
drunk but still cogent as he falls 
into a raging Catholic fantasy of 
personal damnation: “You all hate 
how weak I am,” he says. “But in the 
next kingdom, my weakness will 
invert, and I’ll be as strong there 
as I am weak here. And you’ll be 
the weakest creature, Justin. You’ll 
stink like the devil… . I’m gonna 
f— you in hell.” Coming as this does 
after half a dozen odd remarks by 
Kevin during the course of the play, 
Arbery shows us a character tor-
mented by his Catholic view of his 
own sexuality, as well as the specific 

character of the “dissolving toxins 
in my eyes” online and its effect on 
“this goddamn thing between my 
legs.” His transfiguration is into 
rage against himself.

The transfiguration of Emily, 
Gina’s daughter, comes last. With 
just herself and Justin remaining 
on stage, she confesses that she told 
a lie earlier that night about having 
awakened one morning to curse 
God. It turns out it was not Emily 
who did the cursing. It was “this wo- 
man Tiffany—this pregnant wom-
an I counseled in Chicago who end-
ed up getting an abortion anyway.” 
In a tour de force, Arbery has Emily 
reenact all the pain and anger this 
black woman felt in Emily’s office. 
Emily, transfigured into Tiffany, re-
cites the minutes-long monologue 
of denunciation that she, Emily, en-
dured: “F— your pity and f— your 

empathy, you self-righteous c—…. 
Get the f— out from behind that 
desk telling me what you think you 
know about me.” On it goes—“Know 
that it’s living and still kill it.”

Arbery takes an enormous risk 
in this scene. If so much as a word 
of this were off the mark, the result 
would be disaster. Imagine writ-
ing it at all, let alone against the 
cultural backdrop of the latter half 
of the second decade of the third 
millennium. Centuries from now, 
footnotes to Heroes of the Fourth 
Turning will have to explain who 
Steve Bannon was and why Donald 
Trump kicked off such a fuss. This 
scene will stand searing on its own.

 B UT I HAVEN’T yet describ-
ed how Kevin left the stage, 
or Justin’s transfiguration—

nor have I fully explained my view 
of the greatness of Arbery’s art 
here. Therein hangs a tale. I didn’t 
see Heroes in its initial run at Play-
wrights Horizons in New York in 
2019. During the pandemic, how-
ever, I was able to take in an inno-
vative and intelligent semi-staged 
Zoom production. Last year, I got 
a ticket to see it at a matinee at the 
Studio Theater in Washington, D.C. 
I arrived only to learn that the per-
formance had to be cancelled due 
to malfunctioning audio equip-
ment. The stage manager informed 
us that since the sound system is 
critical to the play’s staging, they 
could not put it on that day. And in 
fact, there are three occasions dur-
ing Heroes when an extraordinarily 
loud, screeching noise suddenly 
overwhelms the characters and the 
dialogue on stage for several sec-
onds before terminating just as 
abruptly. The audience is likewise 
surprised and overwhelmed.

The sound effects are key to 
Arbery’s vision. Back to Justin, 
the ex-Marine. He has given up 
on humanity. He doesn’t want to 
join Teresa’s fight. He hasn’t told 

i The 
29-year-

old Teresa’s 
militancy, very 
much of our 
time, is at a far 
remove from any 
thought of loving 
your neighbor, 
let alone your 
enemy. In an 
exchange with 
Gina, the new 
president of 
Transfiguration, 
Teresa is in 
fighting mode.
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anyone yet, but he has decided to 
enter a monastery to get as far away 
from a corrupt world as possible. 
Fifteen minutes or so into the play, 
with the “weird lingerers” on stage, 
Justin picks up his guitar and starts 
to sing an “outsider-country” tune, 
as he describes it. It’s “Nothin,” 
by Townes Van Zandt—a strange, 
haunting evocation of despair. 
When he gets to the third verse, the 
stage directions inform us, “Sud-
denly there’s a horrible screech. It’s 
so loud. Part machine, part animal. 
It overwhelms the stage. Everyone 
covers their ears.” Confusion briefly 
abounds, except for Justin. When 
the noise stops, he says, “Uh, that’s 
my generator. Sorry guys. Some-
times it, uh. Be right back.” He exits 
to tend to the problem.

After Gina arrives, the screech 
goes off again—as Gina is lament-
ing the state of public rage: “All 
these nauseating movements, all 
that noise drowning out the dis-
course”—screech. Justin rushes off 
again. When it stops, her daughter 
Emily says, “It’s his generator.” The 
audience is well aware that sig-
nificance attaches to the screeching 
generator, perhaps significance of a 
symbolic nature. We’re not stupid.

And then it happens one more 
time. Just after Kevin semi-recov-
ers from hitting bottom comes his 
final speech. It’s weird, almost a 
reverie. He recalls the mountain 
they once climbed as freshmen 
and camped on overnight, Pin-
gora Peak. While everyone else was 
asleep, “I saw someone coming 
down, from higher up the moun-
tain. Carrying the stones. I couldn’t 
tell if it was a he or a she—it wasn’t 
either. It was more than one being 
in one being. They were carrying 
the stones. The stones had words 
on them for everything we’ve been 
missing. There are things we’ve 
been missing, secret sacraments, 
forgotten fragments, right? And 
they were carrying the stones right 

down to where we were. And I 
wanted to wake you all up but 
I couldn’t move. And then they 
walked right by me, inches away, 
and I could have reached out and 
touched them, but I didn’t. They 
just kept moving.” Kevin says he 
has never told anyone about this 
before, and exits.

“The screech of the generator 
again,” say the stage directions.

Teresa takes her leave as well, 
leaving Emily and Justin on stage 
through the fraught Emily/Tiffany 
transfiguration. Justin then makes 
a confession to her: “I’ve been tell-
ing a lie all night,” he says. Justin 
describes feeling a “horrible pres-
ence” when he moved into the 
house, “suffocating me.” He had a 
priest come over to bless the place, 
which didn’t help.

“And,” he says, “the screech you 

heard, it isn’t the generator. I don’t 
know what it is.”

Justin thereby reveals the play’s 
great secret—one that Arbery has 
been keeping from us all along. 
And it’s here that Heroes of the 
Fourth Turning opens a vista on 
cultural terra incognita, radical 
new ground—or perhaps old; per-
haps, indeed, eternal.

Was Kevin dreaming or halluci-
nating on Pingora Peak 10 years be-
fore? Or did he actually watch some 
strange being descend carrying 
“the stones” into the world? What 
are the words on the stones? Kevin 
describes them as “things we’ve 
been missing.” But for good or 
ill? Arbery has given Heroes of the 
Fourth Turning a parabolic struc-
ture that requires going back and 
reassessing the entirety of the play 
based on what we learn at the end. 
The play simply doesn’t support 
a merely “psychologized” or sym-
bolic interpretation of the screech. 
Several such reassessments are 
possible.

One is that Arbery is crazy to 
change the subject with Justin’s 
revelation at the end. Heroes plays 
perfectly well as a portrait of reli-
gious belief without confronting 
the audience directly with the 
problem of God and maybe de-
monic forces. Yet it’s rather hard to 
imagine that it occurred to Arbery 
only near the end of his labors that 
it wasn’t the generator causing the 
screech. It’s something he knew 
from the start and kept from us. 
Maybe that’s because he wanted to 
demonstrate his ability to write a 
play with pitch-perfect secular psy-
chological acuity before laying God 
and the devil on us. Or maybe he 
wanted to show how psychology of-
ten offers refuge from confronting 
God-and-devil issues—or perhaps 
the illusion of refuge.

Another possibility is to revert 
to uncertainty. Justin doesn’t know 
what causes the screech, and nei-

iJustin 
reveals 

the play’s great 
secret—one that 
Will Arbery has 
been keeping 
from us all along. 
And it’s here that 
Heroes of the 
Fourth Turning 
opens a vista on 
cultural terra 
incognita, radical 
new ground—
or perhaps old; 
perhaps, indeed, 
eternal.
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The Declassification Engine: 
What History Reveals  
About America’s Top Secrets
By Matthew Connelly
Pantheon, 540 pages

Reviewed by Michael M. Rosen

 W
HEN in August 
2022 the FBI 
searched Mar-
a-Lago, Donald 
Trump’s Flori-

da residence, for sensitive materi-
als the former president had im-
properly removed from the White 
House, a chorus of outrage ema-

nated from liberal pundits and ex-
perts on document classification.

“Donald Trump Is Not Above the 
Law,” a New York Times editorial 
thundered, solemnly praising At-
torney General Merrick Garland’s 
valiant “search of the premises to 
recover documents because of con-
cerns that their disclosure could 
compromise ‘clandestine human 
sources’ of intelligence.” Former 
FBI agent and legal analyst Asha 
Rangappa tweeted that “unauthor-
ized possession or storage of classi-
fied documents are, by definition, 
a threat to national security” and 
suggested to Business Insider that 
Trump “intentionally wanted to 
leave these sources and methods 
exposed.” Oona Hathaway, a Yale 
Law School professor and former 
Pentagon special counsel, told NPR 

Not So Top 
Secret

Michael M. Rosen is an at-
torney and writer in Israel and a 
nonresident senior fellow at the 
American Enterprise Institute

ther do we, nor Arbery. It’s one 
for the “cold case” files. For those 
unmoved to religious belief, “I 
don’t know” is a perfectly reason-
able position to take with regard 
to the origins of the universe and 
the place of human beings in it—
though I think “we can’t know” 
more accurately reflects the human 
condition. But there is an awful lot 
of apparatus in Heroes to suggest 
that Arbery isn’t indifferent to the 
question of whether one should 
leave matters at “reasonable un-
belief” or take the leap of faith. On 
the contrary, “revelation”—includ-
ing Justin’s big reveal—seems to 
have a genuine place here, and not 
just in the historical/mythopoeic 
sense of something that took place 

in the mists of biblical antiquity. I 
don’t think you write a play whose 
biggest reveal is that the screech 
“isn’t the generator” out of indiffer-
ence to the religious revelation the 
disclosure could signal.

No, I think Arbery is suggesting 
that the screech’s source is not the 
Generator—the power and source 
of light in the world, at Justin’s 
place and everywhere. The screech 
is from something else loose in the 
world. This is a play that dares 
to imagine that evil in the oldest 
sense is a living, active force in 
competition with all that’s good. 
And in both imagining it and in-
voking this struggle, Heroes of the 
Fourth Turning rises to the artistic 
empyrean.q

that Trump appeared to possess 
top-secret materials, including “the 
kind of information that is the 
most likely to do damage to the U.S. 
government.”

But when, five months later, 
President Biden was revealed to 
have stored classified documents 
of his own in nonsecure parts 
of various private residences, the 
narrative shifted from individual 
presidential culpability for mis-
handling sensitive information to 
a broader indictment of the “over-
classification” of those materials in 
the first place.

Hathaway asserted that experts 
who’ve been “thinking about classi-
fication have recognized for a very 
long time that the system is out of 
control.” Rangappa, while acknowl-
edging Biden’s misdeeds, wrote 
that “it seems pretty clear that there 
needs to be some reforms to how 
classified documents are accounted 
for when administrations leave of-
fice.” The Times editorial board kept 
mum, but it commissioned an op-ed 
from a historian who wrote that 
“the system for protecting secrets 
vital to national security has spun 
out of control.”

Yet while this narrative switch 
proved as predictable as it was cyn-
ical, one must ask: Do the critics 
of overclassification have a point? 
Has government information been 
unduly protected to the detriment 
of American citizens?

Matthew Connelly, a Columbia 
history professor and the author of 
that Times op-ed, certainly thinks 
so. In The Declassification Engine, 
his bracing and impassioned tour 
of the history of classification and 
his recapitulation of his team’s ef-
forts to balance the scales, Connelly 
persuasively but imperfectly urges 
fundamental change in how the 
government thinks about secrets.

As a counterweight to what he 
calls “the dark state,” Connelly pro- 
poses, and has partially implement- 

Politics&Ideas_April_3.13B.indd   41Politics&Ideas_April_3.13B.indd   41 3/13/23   11:45 AM3/13/23   11:45 AM



THE
Commentary

Magazine 
STORE!

THE
Commentary

Magazine 
STORE

We have tee shirts. 
We have tote bags. We have sweatshirts. 

Great gifts for the Commentary reader 
or Commentary podcast listener 

in your life.

AT LAST!

GO TO MERCH.COMMENTARY.ORG

Politics&Ideas_April_3.13B.indd   42Politics&Ideas_April_3.13B.indd   42 3/13/23   11:46 AM3/13/23   11:46 AM



Commentary 43

ed, his eponymous declassification 
engine: “If we assembled millions 
of documents in databases,” he 
posits, “and harnessed the power of 
high-performance computing clus-
ters, it might be possible to train 
algorithms to look for sensitive 
records requiring the closest scru-
tiny and accelerate the release of 
everything else.”

W HAT’S so bad about over- 
classification anyway?

To answer this ques-
tion, Connelly takes the reader on 
a historical secrecy tour, imparting 
important lessons along the way.

He begins with Pearl Harbor, a 
surprise attack that Connelly be-
lieves could have been averted ab-
sent the failure of our intelligence 
apparatus to share intercepted Japa-
nese communications with com-
manders in Hawaii. He argues that 
the debacle demonstrated that “se-
crets are often kept to hide incompe-
tence” and that “our leaders think we 
can’t handle the truth and wouldn’t 
support their plans if we knew what 
they were.” He also asserts that in-
tense nuclear secrecy backfired, as 
the gravest breaches were commit-
ted by those, such as Klaus Fuchs 
and the Rosenbergs, who chafed at 
the government’s insistence that it 
maintain a monopoly on nuclear 
knowledge.

In addition, Connelly chronicles 
numerous indiscretions at the Na-
tional Security Agency, charged with 
keeping “secrets about the secrets.” 
When the agency’s building was first 
constructed at Fort Meade, Mary-
land, in the 1950s, highly sensitive 
blueprints, building specifications, 
and computer locations were hardly 
protected at all. In essence, the se-
crets about the secrets about the se- 
crets were unduly exposed. He also 
documents how, in the 1970s, a 
Minuteman Missile operations offi- 
cer opened a launch checklist and 
found the Strategic Air Command 

code authorizing a launch of 10 
nuclear missiles, each bearing three 
warheads. Instead of residing with 
authorities in Washington, the code 
was printed out directly on the card, 
and, astoundingly, it was 00000000— 
yet more evidence of what Connelly 
labels “the rot of incompetence.”

Undue secrecy can also stifle 
innovation. Connelly points to vari-
ous military projects, kept tightly 
under wraps, that squandered tens 
of billions of dollars, including a 
titanium exoskeleton, a robotic 
mule, and the B-70 Valkyrie—a $13 
billion behemoth, known as the 
“Dyna-Soar” and intended to circle 
Earth 15 miles up at 2,000 miles per 
hour—that never reached cruising 
altitude. Too often the Pentagon 
has cloaked in secrecy projects that 
would never have received fund-
ing had they seen the light of day. 
The same can be said for clandes- 
tine government-conducted exper-
iments, including seeding clouds 

to control the weather, detecting 
nuclear fallout in the Pacific and in 
Hanford, Washington, measuring 
radioactivity by injecting African-
American newborns with iodine, 
and testing the effects of hal-
lucinogenic drugs on psychiatric 
prisoners: None of these morally 
repugnant endeavors could have 
been carried out openly.

Overclassification, of course, has 
afflicted both Democratic and Re-
publican administrations, and ev-
ery modern presidential candidate 
from Truman to Trump has vowed 
to increase transparency—only to 
double down on secrecy once the 
exigencies of the office set in. Con-
nelly takes care to note that Presi-
dent Obama prosecuted more leak-
ers under the Espionage Act than 
all previous administrations com-
bined. So it wasn’t shocking that, 
when in 2015 Connolly and his team 
approached the head of the Intel-
ligence Advanced Research Project 
Activity (IARPA) to gauge her inter-
est in developing their declassifica-
tion engine, she demurred, citing an 
“insufficient return on investment.”

Indeed, the sheer volume of gov-
ernment records staggers the mind: 
more than 28 million cubic feet of 
paper files alone, the equivalent in 
volume to 26 Washington Monu-
ments. As for digital files, a single 
(unnamed) intelligence agency re-
ported in 2012 that every 18 months, 
it produced a petabyte of classified 
data, enough to circle the equator if 
printed out and placed in ordinary 
file cabinets.

The time and money required 
to classify and maintain these 
documents securely is similarly 
astronomical. In 1998, the Depart-
ment of Energy undertook a review 
of 200 million pages of publicly 
available documents and withdrew 
from circulation 6,640 of them, 
amounting to a risible $4,236 per 
page—on par with the cost per page 
of a Gutenberg Bible.

iToo 
often 

the Pentagon 
has cloaked in 
secrecy projects 
that would  
never have 
received funding 
had they seen  
the light of 
day. The same 
can be said for 
clandestine 
government-
conducted 
experiments.
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The key, writes Connelly, is to 
“distinguish the kind of informa-
tion that really does require safe-
guarding from the information 
that citizens urgently need in order 
to hold their leaders to account,” 
as this represents “the only way to 
uphold both national security and 
democratic accountability.”

Connelly’s team sought to do 
exactly that with 117,000 declassi-
fied documents available at various 
presidential libraries. They first 
ran a “brute-force” program on the 
data that ranked these documents 
on the basis of “dirty words” such 
as “secret,” “classified,” “sensitive,” 
and the like. They then segregated 
613 specific documents bearing 
stamps of “RESTRICTED DATA” 
and trained a computer to rec-
ognize patterns in those plainly 
sensitive documents that could be 
applied to the rest of the data set. 
Indeed, they reported identifying 
90 percent of similarly highly sen-
sitive documents in the batch with 
a 30 percent false-positive rate.

Similarly, Connelly’s team con-
ducted a meta-analysis of a subset 
of the 1.4 billion pages of declassified 
documents composing The Foreign 
Relations of the United States and 
concluded that the Suez Crisis, the In-
do-Pakistani border wars, and Viet- 
nam were the topics in the highest 
percentage of top-secret documents. 
Typically, the topics of FRUS docu-
ments containing the heaviest redac-
tions were correlated with the terms 
“source,” “arms,” “area,” “mission,” 
“information,” “officers,” and “base.” 
But the team discovered that, during 
the Eisenhower administration, the 
most heavily redacted documents 
were associated with “oil,” “day,” 
“man,” “times,” “companies,” “Ara-
bia,” and construction. Employing 
some sleuthing skills, they linked 
many of these documents to the 1954 
Guatemalan coup, in which a CIA-
supported junta ousted the Moscow-
friendly president Jacobo Arbenz, 

and Connelly convincingly suggests 
that Eisenhower engaged the servic-
es of William Pawley, a businessman 
and former ambassador, to threaten 
Arbenz with an oil embargo.

But unfortunately, Connelly of-
ten gets sidetracked by issues of 
only tangential importance to his 
thesis. His chapter-long discourses 
on the military-industrial complex 
allows him to wax indignant about 
the imbalance in civil–military rela-
tions, where he fingers “unaccount- 
able spending” and “collusion with 
private industry” as the key cul-
prits, going so far as to claim that 
“our elected civilian leadership is 
not in fact in charge of the military.” 
He also retreads the worn ground 
of government surveillance of pri-
vate citizens, including the NSA’s 
infamous vacuuming-up of oceans 
of metadata, a problematic practice 
that’s prone to abuse but not exact-

ly relevant to declassification. Ex-
aggeration is another flaw, as when 
he notes that certain archiving 
failures amount, “in a very literal 
sense, to the end of history as we 
know it”; he gratuitously invokes 
racial animus as a driving factor 
of excessive government secrecy; 
and his narrative suffers from poor 
organization.

More problematically, though, he 
never fully articulates a framework 
for distinguishing between neces-
sary and undue classification, both 
in creating and in maintaining in-
formation. Yes, a computer-aided 
declassification engine can serve im- 
portant purposes, but on what basis 
should it differentiate between, say, 
covert sources and methods and 
anodyne government communica-
tions? After all, an AI is only as use-
ful as its training instructions, and 
if those instructions fail to convey 
sensitivity guidelines adequately, the 
resulting output will be useless.

Then, too, other than a stray ref-
erence to the UK’s Official Secrets 
Act, Connelly fails to place the U.S. 
experience in any kind of compara-
tive international perspective. Are 
other Western countries more or 
less restrictive than the United 
States? Does this comparison flatter 
American exceptionalism or dictate 
fundamental changes? Do uniquely 
American causes explain any such 
dichotomy—and should they?

The overclassification debate 
implicates profound questions of 
governance and extends far beyond 
whether Trump, Biden, or Hill-
ary Clinton should be prosecuted 
for their indiscretions. As Connelly 
puts it, instead of asking whether 
a given government official has a 
“need to know,” we should instead 
ask “what do we, the people, need 
to know to do our job, as citizens, to 
keep our government accountable?” 
His book reflects a Herculean effort 
to answer this question, but far 
more work remains to be done.q

iAs 
Connelly 

puts it, instead of 
asking whether 
a government 
official has a 
‘need to know,’ 
we should 
instead ask 
‘what do we, the 
people, need to 
know to do our 
job, as citizens, 
to keep our 
government 
accountable?’ 
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conducted with supposed subject-
matter experts without explaining 
how or why she chose them. Some 
appear to just be Tamkin’s progres-
sive friends, and some are her fam-
ily. Some insights are presented as 
Tamkin sharing what went on in her 
own mind during various conversa-
tions, despite her own admission 
that she has so little grounding in 
Jewish things that she might not be 
the right person to write this book. 
(She is half-right; no one is.) In 
Tamkinville, talking to yourself is a 
scholarly pursuit.

Trendy activist language eventu-
ally seeps through. She frequently 
fixates on the importance of “white-
ness,” but toggles between treating 
it as a legal, cultural, racial, or other 
category. Her bible is a 1998 book 
called How Jews Became White Folks 
and What That Says About Race in 
America, as if a UCLA anthropo-
logist named Karen Brodkin pro- 
vided the world with the definitive 
history of the Jewish-American ex-
perience, and as if her readers could 
 not seriously challenge that “white-
ness,” whatever it is, is the force that 
moves all of American history.

One ironic side effect of seeing 
American history through the lens 
of trite progressive orthodoxies 
is  that Tamkin seeks to place the 
negative aspects of the Jewish ex-
perience in America in context—
which is to say, she asserts that it 
just wasn’t as bad as the suffering 
of black people. In the middle of a 
section detailing how Jews suffered 
at the hands of white Americans 
through quotas, discrimination, 
and occasional lynchings, she of-
fers this thought: “Though [the 
lynching of Leo Frank] is a grue-
some example of a gross miscar-
riage of justice, it is not regular, 
systematic discrimination by the 
federal government.…Discrimina-
tion against Jewish people was not 
baked into the country’s founding 
documents as, say, slavery was.” 

Bad Jews: A History of  
American Jewish Politics  
and Identities
By Emily Tamkin
Harper, 320 pages

Reviewed by Tal Fortgang

 E
MILY TAMKIN’S Bad 
Jews is a progressive 
young American Jew-
ish woman’s explora-
tion of some nagging 

questions: What makes a good 
American Jew? And, correlatively, 
What makes a bad one? Tamkin, an 
editor at the New Statesman, engag-
es them through historical inquiry, 
literary analysis, and her own rumi-
nations on immigration, geopolitics, 
race, and so much more. She comes 
to an unsurprising answer: There is 
no way to say what makes a bad Jew, 
or what distinguishes a good Jew, 
because Jewish identity is infinitely 
malleable and always changing.

Tamkin’s structural choices shape 
her study. Rather than proceeding 
chronologically (seeing how the 
notion of a Bad Jew developed over 
time) or denominationally (by iden-
tifying distinct traditions within 
American Jewry and assessing how 
each thinks of Good-, Bad-, and 
Not-a-Jew), she mixes and matches 
her chapters from historical, po-
litical, and sociological categories. 
She explores the emergent fault 
lines within each category, tracking 
the myriad things on which Jews 
disagree—needless to say, compre-
hensiveness on this front is impos-
sible—from Communism to the 

importance of bourgeois norms to 
Zionism.

The scattered structure and lack 
of rigor end up dooming the project 
from the start. Unmoored from 
the restraints that could hold her 
to account for maintaining her 
objectivity, Tamkin descends into 
left-wing platitudes—chiefly an ob-
session with “whiteness” that she 
never quite explains, but also half-
hearted defenses of Soviet spies 
and, wherever needed, the Demo-
cratic Party—and tired progressive 
non-judgmentalism. Neither sys-
tematic enough to be a serious work 
of history nor bold enough to work 
as a pop-sociological provocation, 
Bad Jews is a book about Jewish 
identity marked by several identity 
crises. It wants to be critical of the 
Jews she clearly thinks are “bad,” 
but it’s committed to treating all 
things as equally Jewish; it wants 
to analyze the particularistic while 
maintaining Tamkin’s universalis-
tic bona fides; it aims for objectivity 
but slides into hackneyed leftism 
without realizing. What it ends up 
doing is either trailing off before 
each story ends or reciting the kind 
of pablum you would expect from a 
mediocre progressive candidate for 
public office when asked what her 
Jewishness means to her.

Tamkin’s style lands somewhere 
between that of a dispassionate 
academic and an activist whose 
only training was reading Robin 
DiAngelo. Her writing is speckled 
with superscripts directing you to 
the endnotes as if she were engaged 
in scholarly pursuits, but she fre-
quently makes journalistic moves 
we would never allow a scholar to 
make. She draws on interviews she 

Tal Fortgang is a 2023 fellow 
at Sapir.

Who’s Bad?
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Aside from assuming some con-
testable premises, this analysis is a 
bizarre non sequitur. It’s as though 
the voices in her head direct her at 
all times: Do not take your eyes off 
the ball, Emily Tamkin. You must 
bring all discussions back to anti-
black racism.

Because its presentations of facts 
are meant to speak for themselves—
res ipsa loquitur that Jewish pro-
gressives, anti-Zionists, and labor 
leaders have been betrayed or mis-
understood, while right-wing Jews 
are greedy and kind of racist—Bad 
Jews frequently leaves the reader 
grasping for any kind of analysis 
that would integrate its sparse 
evidence into the book’s overall ar-
gument. A promising paragraph in 
the chapter on Jewish involvement 
in the civil-rights movement and its 
unsteady aftermath suggests that 
Jews “embraced identity politics 
for themselves” in the ’60s and ’70s, 
only to yield to a six-sentence par-
enthetical about the rise of Evangel-
ical Christianity before pivoting to 
biracial Jews and Zionist Socialist 
“graffiti subculture.”

The worst example comes with 
Tamkin’s discussion of the minor 
events of May 1948. Here is the story 
of Israel’s founding: First, Eddie Ja-
cobson, a Jewish friend of President 
Harry Truman, convinces the presi-
dent to recognize Israel. “For Jacob-
son, the moment was one of joy,” 
Tamkin wraps up the anecdote. “For 
hundreds of thousands of Palestin-
ians, great pain.” Section break.

Then, as you might expect from 
someone steeped in Critical Theo-
ry’s approach to American history, 
Israel’s founding is derided as full 
of hypocrisy: “The lofty ideals” of 
its Declaration of Independence 
“were one thing; the reality on 
the ground…was another.” Tamkin 
does not even toy with the idea 
that something heroic occurred, 
that some miraculous event was 
at hand, or even that its benefits 
outweighed its costs. She does not 

attempt to defend Israel’s founding 
at all. Instead, we learn about the 
“Nakba” at some length. Then, an-
other pivot: Expecting at long last 
some analysis of the single most 
important event in modern Jewish 
history, the reader is condemned to 
wander longer in the wilderness, 
through an excessive discussion of 
how critics misunderstood Dem-
ocratic Representative Rashida 
Tlaib when she said in 2019 that 
she got a “calming feeling” when 
she thinks about her ancestors flee-
ing Israel so that the Jews could 
have their post-Holocaust haven.

“Listening to her, I didn’t hear 
antisemitism or hatred for Jews 
at all,” Tamkin concludes. “I heard 
a person who was trying to make 
sense of loss and pain.” Whether it 
was a lack of authorial discipline 
or the sincere conviction that this 
was the primary storyline emerg-
ing from the Jewish return to Zion 
that caused her to veer off track we 
cannot know for sure. But it tells 
us quite a lot about Tamkin’s brand 
of emotivist universalism, which 
knows only two modes: solidar-
ity with victims and iconoclastic 
rage at villains. It cannot bear the 
thought of heroic Jews who are nei-
ther. It adverts to infantilizing psy-
chological apologetics for intifada 
cheerleaders in the West, grasping 
for the stable ground of victim-
hood, implying that they and not 
the pioneers who reclaimed Jewish 
history from the Diaspora are re-
ally the Goodest Jews of all.q

i In her 
book 

Bad Jews, Emily 
Tamkin’s brand 
of emotivist 
universalism 
knows only two 
modes: solidarity 
with victims  
and iconoclastic 
rage at villains.  
It cannot bear 
the thought of 
heroic Jews  
who are  
neither. 
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HOLLYWOOD COMMENTARY

the Academy vot-
ers as Oscar-worthy projects, which in turn won them 
Oscars, which in turn made Weinstein a whole lot 
richer.

Awards are good for everyone’s business. So it’s 
a mystery why some Hollywood figures want to reduce 
the number of award categories.

I’m sure you’ve noticed that there’s something 
really binary about the categories of Best Actor and 
Best Actress. “I don’t think the categories are inclusive 
enough,” said nonbinary acting professional Emma 
Corrin, who goes by the pronouns they/them and 
played Princess Diana on The Crown. And Emma 
Corrin are not the only one. Editorials in Hollywood’s 
hometown newspaper, Los Angeles Times, and in a lot 
of the other usual places have argued that divvying up 
acting awards into old-fashioned and outdated cat-
egories like Actor and Actress should be discontinued.

The argument for consolidating the Actor and 
Actress awards into one, unified all-inclusive award 
is that the world has gone nuts about gender and that 
show business should reflect whatever current psy-
chological contagion is raging in the culture. (I’m sure 
there’s another way to put that, but you get the idea.)

One argument against such a move is that if a- 
wards mean money and more awards mean more 
money, then fewer awards mean something Hollywood 
is never okay with. It would be as if that aging movie 
star, clutching her statuette for Outstanding Support-
ing Actress in a Miniseries or Special, just said “thanks” 
and moved off stage left.

There’s a more compelling argument against 
such a move, and it’s this: Men have it easier in Hol-
lywood. They usually make more money than their fe-
male counterparts, and the business has a much more 
tolerant attitude about things like age and weight 
when it comes to acting professionals who identify as 
male. If you put all the actors into one category, it’ll be 
the guys who win the awards.

Consider: Brendan Fraser is a talented and ap-
pealing actor who this year is nominated for an Oscar 
for his role in director Darren Aronofsky’s The Whale, 
in which he plays a morbidly obese recluse. Fraser has 
gained weight since his days as a young romantic hero, 
but not enough to play a truly obese character, so for 
his performance in The Whale he wore what industry 

professionals call “a fat suit.”
Consider: Renee Zellweger is a talented and ap-

pealing actor who was nominated for an Oscar for her 
performance in Bridget Jones’s Diary for which she 
gained 15-ish real pounds—no fat suit for her—and 
was hailed as “brave” for playing a “fat” character, 
though to be honest she didn’t look all that fat. She was 
something called “Hollywood Fat,” which is better than 
most of us look on our best days.

When Fraser takes off his fat suit, he’s still a chunky 
guy with a filled-out face. And his career has been 
reinvigorated by his physically unattractive appear-
ance in The Whale. When Zellweger wrapped Bridget 
Jones’s Diary, she promptly lost the weight, and in sub-
sequent installments of the Bridget Jones franchise, 
she has appeared as her usual, slender self. Hollywood 
doesn’t like fat suits on women, but it loves them on 
men. Guys have it easier.

They always have. Years ago, when the winner 
of the Emmy for Outstanding Supporting Actress in a 
Miniseries or Special took home her statuette, she beat 
out some stiff competition, including Colleen Dewhurst, 
Stockard Channing, Irene Worth, and Swoosie Kurtz.

But on the male side, the Emmy for Outstanding 
Supporting Actor in a Miniseries or Special, she would 
have been up against Ned Beatty, James Earl Jones, 
Max von Sydow, Brian Dennehy, and Anthony Hop-
kins, most of whom were older and fatter than their 
female counterparts in the category, none of whom 
could boast about having a Tony and an Oscar at home, 
but any of whom would have taken home the statue 
because that’s the way Hollywood works.

But for the modern professional acting persons 
who refuse to pick a gender, there is some good news. 
Professional acting person Asia Kate Dillon is non-
binary and that made it difficult to campaign for an 
Emmy award for Dillon’s performance as Taylor Ma-
son, a nonbinary, quantitative investor in Showtime’s 
Billions. “There is no room for my identity within that 
award system binary,” said Dillon, who was not nomi-
nated for an Emmy.

But Dillon did win two Critics Choice awards, 
both of them as Best Actor in a Drama Series. Which 
means you can win a Best Actor award and be fat or 
old or not even 100 percent male. Guys really do have 
it easier.q

continued from page 48
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HOLLYWOOD COMMENTARY

The Fat-Suit Oscar 
Goes to...

ROB LONG

 Y EARS AGO, when an aging movie star won an 
Emmy award for Outstanding Supporting Ac- 
tress in a Miniseries or Special—a category spe-

cifically designed for aging movie stars—she raced to the 
podium, clutched her award, stared at it lovingly, and 
then trilled, “I hope you get along with Oscar and Tony!”

Meaning: “Please be aware, members of the au-
dience, that I also have an Oscar and a Tony.”

It was an egregious and self-serving comment, 
but it was also a bit of savvy branding. The award-win-
ner was reminding an audience filled with younger col-
leagues, who might not remember her career triumphs 
from back in the day, that she was a real star, alive and 
kicking, and more important, she was available.

In that sense, her acceptance speech was per-
fectly adapted to a Hollywood awards show. The Oscar 
Award telecast, and its lower-rent cousins like the SAG 
Awards and the Golden Globes, have evolved over the 
years from ceremonies that crown movies and per-
formances that were already familiar to audiences to 
places where audiences discover films they’ve never 
heard of.

Put it this way: In 1940, when Gone with the 
Wind won its eight Oscars, moviegoing audiences had 

already seen it. They had probably also seen some of 
the other pictures up that (amazing) year: Stagecoach, 
The Wizard of Oz, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, 
among others. They thought about the ceremony the 
way we think about sports. They rooted for a favorite.

Eighty years later, when Parasite won its Best 
Picture Oscar—up against respectable, but not boffo, 
box-office performers like Little Women—audiences 
were left scratching their heads and wondering what 
the shouting was all about. The result was a bonanza 
for the Korean-language drama, which enjoyed a pow-
erful “Oscar effect” on its subsequent earnings.

That Emmy-winning Outstanding Supporting 
Actress in a Miniseries or Special knew instinctively 
what the producers of Parasite learned at the box of-
fice—awards are things to be leveraged and maximized 
and turned into money. Disgraced and incarcerated 
movie producer Harvey Weinstein knew this, too. He 
was the famous pioneer of something called the 
“Oscar campaign.” He noticed that the smaller, often 
overlooked, awards, such as the Golden Globes, often 
influenced the choices of the Motion Picture Academy 
voters. So he poured money into lavish parties, ad 
campaigns, free screener DVDs—whatever it took to 
garner some attention for his movies from the Golden 
Globes, and the movie guilds, which in turn positioned 
them in the minds of 

Rob Long has been the executive producer of six TV 
series. continued on page 47
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Despite rising campus attacks on Israel, most Jewish 
students still support the Jewish state. But anti-Zionist hatred 
in the classroom and public square forces many students to 
hide their Jewish identity. Greater enforcement of Title VI 
anti-discrimination laws promises a cure to this injustice.
What are the facts? 
According to a new report by AMCHA Initiative, bullying 
and intimidation of Jewish students on university campuses 
tripled in the last year, while attempts to censor Zionism 
increased six-fold. Calls to reject Jewish identity trips to Israel 
increased nearly 20-fold. Reminiscent of Jewish persecution 
in 1930s Nazi Germany, some 50% of U.S. Jewish students say 
they hide their Jewish identity, according to a 2021 poll by the 
Brandeis Center for Human Rights.
While discrimination against most ethnic minorities is strictly 
censured on campus, university administrators have generally 
failed to protect Jewish students from attacks against them. 
Fortunately, a spate of complaints recently filed with the U.S. 
Department of Education Office of Civil Rights (OCR) now 
demand redress under Title VI anti-discrimination statutes. 
Currently, George Washington University, 
City University of New York, University 
of Vermont, University of Illinois and 
University of Southern California are 
among schools facing OCR investigation 
for alleged antisemitism violations.
Not surprisingly, the AMCHA report implicated 
pro-Palestinian groups, such as Students for Justice 
in Palestine (SJP) for responsibility in targeting Jewish 
students. Indeed, the report found that anti-Zionist groups 
like SJP were the largest overall contributors to attacks on 
Jewish identity. Despite their pattern of stoking antisemitic 
hate, to date only a single chapter of SJP has been permanently 
shut down on a U.S. campus—at New York’s private Fordham 
University. The ban was upheld in court.
AMCHA’s report also noted the contribution of nominally 
Jewish anti-Zionist groups and individuals to the assault 
on Jewish identity. One such group is Jewish Voice for 
Peace (JVP), which uses its spurious Jewish identity as 
cover for antisemitism.
Bad enough that Jewish students are targeted for persecution 
by their peers, but even worse when university faculty 
support the persecution. No wonder, according to AMCHA, 
that universities with faculty who support the BDS 
movement were three to seven times more likely to suffer 
attacks on Jewish identity. In fact, AMCHA found that 
“twenty percent of threats to Jewish identity took place at 
events supported by academic faculty.” 
Sadly, without federal intervention, there’s little hope 
universities will stop antisemitic attacks. Tragically, 
Jewish students who feel their Jewish identity is threatened 

can seldom rely on their schools’ harassment policies to 
protect them. These policies usually forbid harassment based 
on one’s ethnicity or religion, but in most cases, university 
administrators do not recognize hostility toward Israel and its 
supporters as a religious or ethnic issue.
This approach by university administrators ignores the  
definition of antisemitism established by the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), which is 
recognized worldwide and includes discrimination and 
demonization based on anti-Israel hate.
Fortunately, Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
may offer powerful recourse for Jewish students 
under attack. Because the statute prohibits discrimination 
based on ethnic identity, recent complaints to the OCR 
emphasize the integral connection between Zionism and 
Jews’ historic relationship to their ancestral home, the land 
of Israel. Indeed, Zionism is not a political opinion—it is a 
fundamental feature of Jewish ethnic identity. Likewise, the 
Jews are not simply a religious group, but rather are a people 
who also share language, culture, ancestry and a powerful 

territorial heritage.
While violations of Title VI do not carry 
criminal penalties, their costs can be massive. 
First, recipients of federal government 
funding—which represents millions, 
even tens of millions of dollars for most 

universities—can be refused or revoked. Second, the OCR can 
require that causes of violations be remedied—ensuring Jewish 
students will no longer suffer attacks by students or faculty for 
their Zionist beliefs. Third, the reputational damage caused by 
civil rights violations can wreak untold damage on university 
fundraising and student recruitment efforts. 
Attacks against Jewish students represent an assault on the 
American social fabric and our democracy. Higher-education 
administrators should be ordered by their regents to shut 
down all forms of antisemitism, especially in the form of 
discriminatory, demonizing anti-Zionism. Schools that fail to 
suppress these acts of hate should be prosecuted aggressively 
under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act. Punishment must be 
costly, painful and swift. Jewish students deserve better than 
the current hostile 

Demand Justice for Jewish Students
New report shows skyrocketing attacks on students’ Jewish identity—rooted in  
anti-Zionism, a modern disguise for classic antisemitism. It’s time to fight back. 

Antisemitic attacks 
on campus must 

be prosecuted 
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