
MODERN AGE 
A QUARTERLY REVIEW 

The Age of Liberalism 

H E N R Y  R E G N E R Y  

WE LIVE in a time dominated by words: 
the printed word in the form of books, 
magazines and newspapers, the spoken 
word brought to us by radio and tele- 
vision. From the morning newspaper to the 
commentator on evening TV, from the first- 
grade primer, or basal reader, to use the 
ugly contemporary description, to the latest 
work of Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. or Kenneth 
Galbraith, we are subjected to a constant 
flood of words, not of the word, which, as 
the embodiment of truth and the primal or- 
der of being was In the beginning, but of 
words, words intended to implant opinions, 
to make us do or believe something we 
would not have done or believed other- 
wise. It is this fact of words which charac- 
terizes our time, which differentiates it 
from all others, and which has made those 
who, in one way or another, control the dis- 
semination of words the real rulers of our 
society. 

The lords of the media, as was demon- 
strated as long ago as the Spanish-Ameri- 
can War, can start wars, or, with the black 
art of public relations, can make an un- 
known utility lawyer who makes the p rop  
er superficial impression into a great states- 
man, as was done with Wendel Willkie, or 

an amiable Illinois lawyer in the person of 
Adlai Stevenson, who had been a mediocre 
governor, but was a polished speaker, had 
a great facility for phrase making, and, as 
John Dos Passos put it, “held all the 
fashionable views,’y1 into a world figure. We 
are told that the president of the United 
States is the most powerful man in the 
world, but as the fate of Richard Nixon 
demonstrated, the media are more powerful 
still. Nixon was the first man for genera- 
tions to become president in defiance of the 
media, but they were able-admittedly 
with his h e l p t o  destroy him. Without the 
enormous barrage of publicity the com- 
bined forces of press, TV and radio were 
able to concentrate on Watergate, it would 
have made no greater impact on public 
opinion than, say, the Bobby Baker case 
during the administration of Lyndon John- 
son. Those who control press, TV and radio 
have become the fourth branch of govern- 
ment, and in many ways have the greater 
influence and power. 

There is, then, the fact of this great in- 
strument which modern technology and 
business organization have created, and the 
further fact that the viewpoint and general 
position of those who have controlled it 

114 Spring 1975 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



since the 1930’s has been predominantly 
liberal, a combination of circumstances, we 
must face it, which is the most striking fea- 
ture of the landscape of our time. During 
the fight over intervention in the war that 
had broken out in Europe in 1939 the 
America First Committee and those of simi- 
lar persuasion without doubt had the bulk 
of the American people behind them, but 
the press that counted, the New York 
Times, the New York Herald-Tribune, the 
Washington Post, Harper’s, the Atlantic, 
The Nation, The New Republic, Time, were 
on the other side, and, needless to say, car- 
ried the day. It was possible to win the 
Republican nomination in 1940 for Wendel 
Willkie, who three months before was vir- 
tually unknown, in preference to Robert 
Taft, who was a national figure, because 
that is what those who controlled the press 
wanted. It was not because Willkie was a 
stronger candidate or a better man than 
Taft, but because his views were more ac- 
ceptable to the rather small but powerful 
group that was in a position to pull the 
strings of public opinion, which is not, of 
course, the opinion of the public, but of 
those able to make themselves heard. 

Writing of American participation in 
World War I, Albert J. Nock remarked, 
“We cannot help remembering that this 
was a liberal’s war and a liberal’s peace.” 
World War I1 and the peace that followed 
it represented the final triumph of modern 
liberalism. With a four-term president in 
the White House, almost complete control 
of the means of communication, and the 
colleges and universities largely under their 
influence, the liberals had the world at their 
feet. But, one may well ask, Who are the 
liberals? What do they want? What do 
they stand for? As for who they are, Mrs. 
Roosevelt and Justice Warren were liberals, 
as were Adlai Stevenson and President 
Kennedy; Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. is a 
liberal, so are Kenneth Galbraith and Clark 
Kerr. Justice William 0. Douglas and 
Hugh Hefner are liberals, and it is only in  
a time dominated by the values of liberal- 
ism that such a man as Hefner could have 

made his way, with his “Playboy philoso- 
phy,’’ to fame and fortune. The Civil 
Liberties Union is a liberal organization, 
the Ford Foundation shows a strong prefer- 
ence for liberal causes, the New York 
Times and the Washington Post are liberal 
newspapers, The Nation is a liberal maga- 
zine, and Americans for Democratic Ac- 
tion a liberal political pressure group. What 
the liberals want, what they stand for, is 
more difficult to describe precisely, all the 
more so because their position often 
changes, is not consistent within itself, and 
not every liberal spokesman agrees with 
every other, but certain basic ideas and 
principles can be discerned. 

The liberal, to begin with an important 
aspect of his position, takes a benign view 
of man, at least in the abstract; the idea of 
original sin he regards as medieval and 
with abhorrence. Man, he believes, what- 
ever the theologians may say, is basically 
good; what tendency toward evil he may 
show is a result of social influences, not of 
any innate human flaw. Where the evil in- 
fluences in society came from if man is 
basically good he does not explain. The 
liberal believes that all human and social 
problems are capable of solution, and in 
spite of his tendency to blame society for 
criminal or malicious behavior instead of 
the perpetrator, he has an almost mystical 
faith in the power of government and an 
equally strong distrust of private power. 
“The diversity of private power, its inde- 
pendence, its actual popularity in the cul- 
ture at large seems to the left to be sub- 
versive of true order. Public power is 
endowed by the liberal-rationalist with 
natural superiority and with a kind of im- 
maculateness that has theistic reverbera- 
tions.”2 With public power, the liberal be- 
lieves, anything is possible: the age-old 
problem of race relations can be solved by 
forcibly integrating schools and neighbor- 
hoods, the problem of poverty by a govern- 
ment program, of ignorance by requiring 
everyone to go to school, of health by so- 
cialized medicine. Even the secondary dif- 
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ferences between the sexes can seemingly 
be abolished by government action. 

In his Message to Congress on January 
24, 1944, President Roosevelt announced 
a “Second Bill of Rights” which would 
guarantee the ‘<right” of everyone not only 
to a useful and remunerative job, a decent 
home, a good education, protection from 
fear of old age and unemployment, but to 
good health. Such promises, ridiculous as 
they may sound-to whom does one go to 
claim one’s “right” to good health?-are 
not at all inconsistent with the liberal posi- 
tion as it has been represented over the 
years. It is no more absurd to guarantee 
everyone the “right” to good health than 
to guarantee the freedom from fear, which 
was one of the “Four Freedoms” we were 
assured we fought World War I1 to attain, 
and which the liberal intelligentsia ac- 
cepted without a qualm or murmer of pro- 
test. 

Roy Campbell, with the poet’s facility for 
getting at the substance of things, once re- 
marked that if a dog bites a man, the liber- 
al automatically takes the side of the dog; 
he equally automatically, ‘Campbell went 
on to say, takes the side of the criminal 
against the policeman, of the striker against 
the employer, of the black man against the 
white. Mrs. Roosevelt, by way of example, 
said that she would never cross a picket 
line; when Caesar Chavez announces a boy- 
cott of table grapes, the liberal in- 
telligentsia, whether they know anything 
or not of the facts of the case, dutifuIIy stop 
eating grapes. If a boycott of lettuce is de- 
manded, as one man they stop eating let- 
tuce. Any revolutionary adventurer, wheth- 
er Castro, Llumumba, Nkrumah, Sukamo, 
Allende, is greeted with uncritical acclaim 
as the saviour of his people so long as he 
invokes the proper anti-imperialist, demo- 
cratic, class-struggle incantations ; when 
one after another turns out to be the usu- 
al self-serving, power-seeking opportunist, 
it makes no difference, the next to appear 
evokes the same uncritical enthusiasm. 

His political heroes-Adlai Stevenson, 
John F. Kennedy, Eugene McCarthy, 

George McGovern-appear to the liberal 
not as ordinary men seeking votes, but 
trailing clouds of glory, endowed with the 
giit of prophecy, and especially with that 
gift the liberal seems to regard with spe- 
cial favor, charisma. The liberal’s capacity 
for self-delusion is almost unlimited, and 
experience seems to have little or no effect 
on him. He came back from Russia in the 
twenties and thirties with tales of having 
“seen the future and it works”; now he 
comes back from Communist China with 
the same breathless enthusiasm.s 

The Nuremberg Trials, we were assured, 
were going to introduce the reign of law be- 
tween the nations, in spite of the rather ob- 
vious fact that at least one of the judges 
came into court with unclean hands and 
that one of the basic principles of Western 
justice, the prohibition of ex post facto law, 
had been ignored. The United Nations 
Charter was greeted as the herald of a new 
era of peace and freedom, although one of 
the chartering nations, at the time, was in 
the process of depriving its smaller Western 
neighbors, with the usual methods of mili- 
tary occupation, mass arrests and deporta- 
tions, of their freedom and national exis- 
tence. The causes are endless-industrial 
democracy, progressive education, school 
rooms without walls, civil rights demonstra- 
tions, freedom marches, open housing, one 
man-one vote, integration-whatever it is 
promises the millenium, and the failure of 
one cause merely whets the liberal’s a p  
petite for the next. 

But why should otherwise intelligent, 
normal people who are probably endowed 
with more than the usual share of good will 
and the spirit of generosity be so singular- 
ly lacking in the ability to see things as 
they are, to accept the human condition for 
what it is? It is an old and well established 
principle of logic that a false premise leads 
to a false conclusion-admit that the moon 
is made of green cheese, Norbert Wiener 
used to say, and it is possible to prove that 
Murphy is the pope. The liberal begins with 
the premise of the innate goodness of man 
and his ultimate perfectability, all human 
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experience notwithstanding, and finds him- 
self, unwittingly, defending a system of 
government which engages in mass terror 
and slave labor camps, and depends for its 
very existence on a vast system of secret 
police. 

There is more, however, than his inade- 
quate conception of the nature of man that 
limits the liberal’s grasp of reality: the 
basis of his system of values is faulty. The 
dominant philosophical position in this 
country for the past two generations at least 
has been the naturalism of, among others, 
John Dewey. Not all naturalists are liberals, 
although Dewey himself was, and not all 
liberals are naturalists, but there is certain- 
ly justification for the assertion that mod- 
ern American liberalism has been strongly 
influenced by the philosophy of naturalism, 
that naturalism is, in fact, the philosophy 
of liberalism. Values, according to natural- 
istic philosophy, are determined by desires; 
there is no such thing as good or evil in it- 
self, values have no reality outside experi- 
ence. “There was much argument among 
naturalistic moralists about which desires 
could be satisfied and how they could be 
satisfied to produce value. But they agreed 
on the basic notion that it was desires that 
constituted value and therefore each in and 
by itself was neither good nor bad. .”4 

Margaret Mead‘s Coming of Age in Samoa, 
for example, described the habits and cus- 
toms of a primitive people. What right do 
we have, the author implied, to say that the 
traditional attitudes of Western civilization 
toward sexual relations and morality are 
better? It is all a matter of custom, of what 
people actually do, not of what they ought 
to do, which was also the underlying as- 
sumption of the Kinsey Report. Values, 
therefore, are not normative, but merely re- 
flect a given state of affairs. The ultimate 
consequence of all this is the “Pleasure 
Principle’’ of the student revolutionaries, 
from which emanated such pearls as the 
following: “In SDS, f . . . . . g is a state- 
ment of community, and there’s a lot of in- 
ter-f . . . . . g, but it’s not casual. Sex comes 
out of a relationship, and is used to build 

a relationship stronger.”‘ From John 
Dewey to Margaret Mead, thence to the stu- 
dent revolutionaries and the SDS was a 
perfectly logical development, although not 
one that Dewey himself would in any way 
have wanted or welcomed. 

From all this derives the liberal attitude 
toward evil: for the liberal, evil is not an 
existential fact, but a social problem, which 
is doubtless one of the reasons liberals 
found it so difficult, if not impossible, to 
recognize Stalin and Soviet Russia for 
what they were. So long as the Communists 
arrayed themselves in the garments the 
liberals approved of-anti-colonialism, 
equality, a democratic constitution, the 
abolition of exploitation-the liberals were 
quite willing to overlook, or forgive, what 
they actually did, if they were able to per- 
ceive it at all. One of the most flagrant ex- 
amples of such myopia and self-delusion, 
but one that is by no means unique, is 
Joseph E. Davies’ Mission to Moscow, and 
particularly the acclaim it received from 
the liberal press. George F. Kennan has de- 
scribed the indignation of the professional 
staff of the U. S. Embassy in Moscow when 
Davies arrived in 1936 as ambassador- 
they all seriously considered resigning in 
protest.6 The quality of the book itself, and 
of Davies’ competence as an observer, may 
be judged by his comments concerning the 
great purge trials of the old Bolsheviks, 
which he witnessed: 

-7 
On the face of the record in this case it 
would be difficult for me to conceive of 
any court, in any jurisdiction, doing 
other than adjudging the defendants 
guilty of violations of the law as set 
forth i,n the indictments and as defined 
by the s ta tu te~ .~  

As if that was not enough: “The prosecutor 
[Vyshinsky] conducted the case calmly 
and generally with admirable modera- 
tion.”8 George Kennan, on the other hand, 
who attended the trials as Ambassador 
Davies’ interpreter, speaks of “Vyshinsky’s 
thundering brutalities.”O Davies saw him 
differently: “The Attorney General is a 
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man of about 60 and is much like Homer 
Cummings ; calm, dispassionate, intellectu- 
al, and able and wise. He conducted the 
treason trial in a manner that won my re- 
spect and admiration as a lawyer.”10 One 
more quotation will probably be sufficient 
to put Mission to Moscow and its author in 
proper perspective : 

Stalin is a simple man, everyone says, 
but a man of tremendous singleness of 
purpose and capacity for work. He holds 
the situation in hand. He is decent and 
clean-living and is apparently devoted 
to the purpose of the projection of the 
socialist state and ultimate communism, 
with sufficient resiliency in his make-up 
to stamp him as a politician as well as 
a great 1eader.ll 

The book was bad enough, but Davies, 
let us not forget, was an ambitious, super- 
ficial man whose single claim to distinction 
was a very rich wife, and in his reports to 
Washington and in his book was only serv- 
ing the purpose for which President 
Roosevelt had sent him to Moscow; much 
worse than the book was its utterly irre- 
sponsible reception by the liberal claque. 
Foreign Afluirs commended it as “. . . one 
of the best informed books to appear in re- 
cent years on Soviet Russia” ;I2 Pacific A / -  
juirs described it as “. . . a book of excep- 
tional importance” ;Is The Saturday Re- 
view of Literature as “. . . one of the 
most significant books of our tirne”;l4 and 
Walter Duranty, who for many years had 
been the Moscow correspondent of the New 
York Times proclaimed: “To me the charm 
of this book is first of all its acuteness. How 
well Davies understood, and how accurately 
he judged !”I6 (How accuately Duranty was 
in the habit of judging may be surmised 
from the following, quoted in Time, Febru- 
ary 15, 1943: “I see Mr. Stalin as the clear. 
minded statesman who looks at East and 
West-both ways at once.”) Perhaps the 
most significant and revealing comment 
about ‘the book is the following, which ap- 
peared on the jacket: “The most important 
contribution to the literature on the Soviet 

I 
I 

Union,” and came from no less an objective 
authority than Maxim Liwinov, Commissar 
for Foreign Affairs. Finally, to make the 
story more or less complete, it should be 
mentioned that Mission to Moscow was a 
selection of the Book-of-the-Month Club 
and was made into a much publicized 
movie. 

It would be no problem to give many ex- 
amples of such self-delusion, but one more 
may be sufficient to illustrate the point I am 
trying to make and one aspect of the gener- 
al temper of the time. In its account of the 
Yalta Conference Time found itself able to 
say (February 19, 1945) : “By any stan- 
dards, the Crimean Conference was a great 
achievement.” Now this was the conference, 
it seems scarceIy necessary to mention, 
where the basic decisions, which were later 
ratified at Potsdam, were made which re- 
sulted in all of Eastern Europe coming un- 
der the domination of Communist Russia 
-the three Baltic countries, Poland, East- 
ern Germany, CzechosIovakia, Hungary, 
Roumania and Bulgaria-and by that time 
there could not, or need not, have been any 
doubt about what this meant. In addition, 
it was agreed that Eastern Poland would 
be ceded to Russia, with the Polish popula- 
tion of the area to be moved westward, and 
that all German territory East of the Oder- 
Neisse would go to Poland with the excep- 
tion of the northern half of East Prussia, 
which went to Russia-this included such 
historically German cities as KSnigsberg, 
Breslau, Stettin and Danzig-and that the 
German population of over seven million 
would be driven out. The Yalta Confer- 
ence, without doubt, resulted in one of the 
most monstrous international agreements in 
history.ls How, then, could Time describe 
it as “a great achievement”? Because, to 
quote Time again, “there was a special rec- 
ognition of certain precepts which Ameri- 
cans have always held dear, and which 
would reassure many a citizen that World 
War I1 was not being fought in vain,” 
namely, “free and unfettered elections by 
universal suffrage and secret ballot,” and 
“the principle of collective security.” So 
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long as the verbal garment was beyond re- 
proach-free and unfettered elections, col- 
lective security-the substance could be ig- 
nored. 

By the end of World War 11, liberalism 
had become an orthodoxy, an orthodoxy 
“so profoundly self-righteous,” as John Dos 
Passos, speaking from direct experience de- 
scribed it, “that any critic became an un- 
touchable.”l’ While the liberals constantly 
affirmed their devotion to tolerance and to 
the idea of what they called “the open so- 
ciety,” their tolerance did not, as a rule, in- 
clude criticism of the truth, and liberalism 
was the embodiment of truth. The response 
to two books which appeared during this 
period which questioned the very basis of 
the liberal position will give an impression 
of some of the obstacles ideas which did not 
fit the prevailing and accepted thought pat- 
terns had to overcome to gain attention. 

In 1944 the University of Chicago Press 
published an unassuming looking, scholar- 
ly book without fanfare of any kind and in 
a very small first printing, which soon be- 
came the center of discussion and shook the 
liberal position to its foundations. This was 
F. A. Hayek’s Road to Serfdom. It had first 
been published in England-Hayek at the 
time was professor of economics at the Uni- 
versity of London-and had been rejected 
by several American trade publishers, in 
one case on the basis of the report of a 
reader who stated that, although he thought 
the book would enjoy a good sale, it was 
“u’nfit for publication by a reputable 
house.”ls The thesis of the book, simply 
stated, was that centralized economic plan- 
ning-socialism, in other words-must in- 
evitably lead to complete collectivism and 
the loss of personal freedom. The book was 
quite obviously the work of a serious 
scholar whose interest was not indulgence 
in ideological polemics but the preservation 
of the free society. The New York Times, 
to its everlasting credit and the astonish- 
ment of many, gave the book an excellent 
and favorable review in a prominent place 
by Henry Hazlitt, and the Reader’s Di- 
gest made its ideas widely available by 

means of a skillful condensation. Such at- 
tention quickly mobilized a counterattack. 
Alvin H. Hansen, then much quoted as a 
< C  leading authority” on economic questions, 
pronounced categorically in the pages of 
the New Republic: “Hayek’s book will not 
be long lived. There is no substance in it 
to make it long lived.”le The Library 
Journal spoke of its “abstract presentation 
and poor organi~ation,”~~ but the major at- 
tack came from Professor Herman Finer 
of the University of Chicago in a polemical, 
abusive book called The Road to Reaction, 
which is of much less interest now, except 
as a period piece, than the acclaim it in- 
spired. The Kirkus Book Review Service, 
which was then, and still is, widely used by 
libraries in the selection of books, de- 
scribed the Finer book as “An exciting 
book-and a much needed one-the atomic 
bomb to explode the thesis of the reaction- 
aries’ Mein Kampf, Hayek‘s Road to Serf- 
dom.”21 In the New York Times, S. E. Har- 
ris of the Harvard faculty of economics wel- 
comed Finer’s polemic with the words, 
“This brilliant, persuasive volume . . . ex- 
poses his [Hayek’s] fallacies and errors 
of fact.” Finer, of course, was “a world 
authority,” and his book one “no reader 
can afford to disregard.”22 

The American success of Road to Serf- 
dom came to no one as a greater surprise 
than to its author, who had written it with 
the English situation and a scholarly audi- 
ence in mind, and publication by a univer- 
sity press in a very small first printing 
would in any case ordinarily almost have 
guaranteed a limited sale. The force of its 
argument and the coherence of its presenta- 
tion, plus the fortunate circumstance of the 
Hazlitt review in the New York Times and 
the condensation in the Reader’s Digest 
made it an enormously influential book, 
and one which, in spite of Alvin Hansen’s 
confident prediction, has become a classic 
in the literature of economic and political 
theory. 

My second example was also published 
by the University of Chicago Press, Rich- 
ard Weaver’s Ideas Have Consequences. 
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Weaver, when the book was published in 
1948, was a rather obscure professor of 
English in the college of the University of 
Chicago; the fact that the Director of the 
Press, W. T. Couch, chose to publish the 
book and to put all the resources of the 
press behind it was not, in my opinion, un- 
related to his rude dismissal several years 
later. It was Weaver’s purpose to try to dis- 
cover why it was, as he put it, that 

. . . in the first half of the twentieth cen- 
tury, we look about us to see hecatombs 
of slaughter; we behold entire nations 
desolated by war and turned into penal 
camps by their conquerors ; we find half 
of mankind looking upon the other half 
as criminal. Everywhere occur symp- 
toms of mass psychosis. Most portentous 
of all, there appear diverging bases of 
value, so that our single planetary globe 
is mocked by worlds of different under- 
standing.2s 

The thesis of the book was that Western 
civilization had taken a wrong turn in the 
fourteenth century with William of Oc- 
cam’s questioning of universals; from this 
beginning came the gradual erosion of be- 
lief in objective truth and in the reality of 
transcendental values which brought US to 
our present predicament, a thesis which the 
author developed with great skill and care 
and in a style appropriate to his subject. 

Ideas Have Consequences was a book, 
therefore, concerned with an enormously 
significant problem, and offered a serious, 
well-grounded analysis of its nature. How, 
then, did the liberal reviewers respond? 
Exactly as one might have expected. How- 
ard Mumford Jones, for example, review- 
ing the book in the New York Timesz4 ac- 
cused Weaver of “irresponsibility,” to 
which Weaver replied : 

I 
I 
I 

l 

I 

I 

The way for a writer to show responsi- 
bility is to make perfectly clear the 
premises from which he starts. His state- 
ments can then be judged with reference 
to those principles. I proceeded at some 
length to make explicit the grounds of 

my argument, and I have no reason to 
feel that they are left unclear. I main- 
tain, as Jones correctly infers, that form 
is prior to substance, and that ideas are 

Charles Frankel, in a review as condescend- 
ing as it was superficial, found Weaver’s 
thesis “trivial, if not self-contradictory,”2e 
and the reviewer for the Annals of the 
American Academy, J. D. Hertzler, while 
conceding that there were a “number of 
things one definitely applauds,” concluded 
with the remark, “the nostalgia for and 
flight to the ideas and ‘conditions’ of the 
Middle Ages leaves one ~ ~ l d . ~ ~ ~ ~  

The book is not without faults-there are 
exaggerations, for example, which Howard 
Mumford Jones took great delight in point- 
ing out-but it was written under the cloud 
of Auschwitz, Yalta, Hiroshima, the mass 
air raids, unconditional surrender, when 
civilization seemed bent on destroying it- 
self, a situation which would incline a man 
as sensitive to the world around him as 
Weaver was to take a rather apocalyptic 
view. Anyone, however, who uses such 
words as “irresponsible” or “trivial” to de- 
scribe this book says more about himself 
than the book, and whatever the liberal 
reviewers may have said, Ideas Have Con- 
sequences, nearly thirty years after its pub- 
lication, is still in print, is still being read, 
and still has much to say to us, as the fol- 
lowing sentence from the last chapter will 
indicate : 

And, before we can bring harmony back 
into a world where everything seems to 
meet “in mere oppugnancy,” we shall 
have to regard with the spirit of piety 
three things: nature, our neighboreby 
which I mean all other peop leand  the 
past.28 

While my primary purpose in this paper 
is to describe the temper of the period im- 
mediately following World War 11, one can- 
not help but pose the question, How did it 
happen? Why was it that a substantial part 
of those who dominated the communication 
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of ideas should have been, in their basic 
attitudes and values, in opposition to the 
attitudes and values which had been re- 
garded and accepted as a traditional and 
basic element of American society? Jeffer- 
son had taught, and Americans believed, 
that “The government is best which gov- 
erns least”; now the group that set the pat- 
terns of thought were telling us that social 
justice required more and more govern- 
ment supervision of every aspect of life; 
what came to be called, derisively, the 
“Puritan ethic”-faith, prudence, temper- 
ance, self-reliance, the drive to “get 
ahead,” to improve ones self-was repre- 
sented as anti-social and detrimental to the 
public good. How could it have happened 
that in a matter of only a few years such 
an attitude toward morality, taste and be- 
havior as represented by Hugh Hefner’s 
“Playboy philosophy” or the “pleasure 
principle” of the revolutionary students 
could not only have won general accep- 
tance, but become almost an integral part 
of American life? Pornography, once “the 
last resort of those disqualified from social 
life,” as Ronald Berman put it, had won the 
sanction of some of the leading people of 
society-can one imagine Justice Hughes 
or Justice Taft writing for a pornographic 
magazine, as Justice Douglas has seen fit 
to do? 

Joseph Schumpeter and F. A. Hayek 
agree on the term “intellectuals” to de- 
scribe the people who presume to speak for 
us, who mold opinion and tell us what to 
think and believe, and this, no doubt, is as 
good a description as any. Hayek defines 
intellectuals as “secondhand dealers in 
ideas,”2a and Schumpeter as ‘‘people who 
wield the power of the spoken and written 
word, and one of the touches that dis- 
tinguishes them from other people who do 
the same is the absence of direct responsi- 
bility for practical affairs.”sO Schumpeter 
gives a witty, interesting and convincing 
explanation of why so many intellectuals 
have become socialist (he uses socialist and 
liberal interchangeably) , which includes 
the following two observations : 

. . . the intellectual group cannot help 
nibbling, because it lives on criticism 
and its whole position depends on criti- 
cism that stings; and criticism of per- 
sons and current events will, in a situa- 
tion in which nothing is sacrosanct, fa- 
tally issue in criticism of classes and in- 
s t i t u t ion~ .~~  

and the fact that mass education has made 
a large number of people psychologically 
incapable of working on the level of their 
talents, but has trained them for nothing 
else, thus creating a large group of dissatis- 
fied people who feel themselves outside 
normal society. 

Having described the intellectual as a 
“secondhand dealer in ideas,” Hayek 
makes the important point that intellectuals 
are inclined “to judge all particular issues 
in the light of certain general ideas,”32 and 
that such general ideas usually consist of 
a rather confused, ill-digested conglomerate 
of concepts which have been current and 
fashionable, which may derive from new 
truths, but which are often incorrectly ap- 
plied and only partially understood. As ex- 
amples of such intellectual fashions he 
mentions the theory of evolution, the idea 
of the predominant influence of environ- 
ment over heredity, the theory of relativi- 
ty, the power of the unconscious, equality, 
the superiority of planning over the results 
of spontaneous development, and since the 
intellectual is the means by which ideas and 
opinions reach the public, “the ‘climate of 
opinion’ of any period,” Hayek goes on to 
say, “is thus essentially a set of very gener- 
al preconceptions by which the intellectual 
judges the importance of new facts and 
opinions.”33 

Hayek further points out that the intel- 
lectual’s preference for generalizations also 
contributes to his preference for socialism, 
for public power as opposed to private pow- 
er. He prefers “broad visions,. the specious 
comprehension of the social order as a 
whole which a planned system promise~~’~4 
to the tiresome comprehension of technical 
details and practical problems which the 
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proper understanding of the workings of 
a free society requires. 

Granted, the intellectuals are as they 
have been described, how was it possible 
for them to attain the dominant role in our 
society that has been ascribed to them? 
Why is it, for example, that the propertied 
class, which supports the universities, has 
not only permitted them to be largely taken 
over by a group that teaches an orthodoxy 
completely antithetical to its own, but goes 
right on supporting the universities even 
after this has been pointed out? Why is it, 
as Schumpeter put it, that “the bour- 
geoisie,” as he calls the propertied class, 
“besides educating its own enemies, allows 
itself in turn to be educated by them?” 
Schumpeter’s explanation is that “the bour- 
geois order no longer makes any sense to 
the bourgeoisie itself and that, when all is 
said and nothing is done, it does not really 
care.”36 This may be true, but it is only a 
part of the explanation, and perhaps a 
small part. 

The infection started and was propagated 
in the colleges and universities. Eliseo 
Vivas was the assistant during the thirties, 
when the process was just getting under- 
way, of a very well known and influential 
professor at one of the great Midwestern 
universities. This man was head of the de- 
partment of philosophy, a friend of a 
powerful political family of the state, and 
had played an influential part in the oust- 
ing of a president of the university and in 
the selection of his successor. He was a man 
of no scholarly distinction, but a superb 
speaker who, as Vivas describes it, “. . . em- 
ployed his superior rhetorical powers in 
dishing out the thin gruel that he took to 
be philosophic wisdom-relativism and 
atheism. He was at his best before large 
audiences, especially when the audience 
was not altogether with him: the voice b e  
came softer and deeper, the attitude more 
gentle, the manner more appealing, ex- 
pressing a generous desire to lead his stu- 
dents to a better life than their conservative 
parents had led, if they accepted his rea- 
sonable views. His appeal was to the uncon- 

ventional and critical resentment of the stu- 
dents to the status quo. He addressed the 
students in a humor they could not miss 
and in a quasi-poetical language that was 
as corny as it was middle-to-low brow. He 
suggested to them, clearly but never ex- 
plicitly, that he and they were victims of 
an irrational system, hedging them around 
with absolutes and false theology. The stu- 
dents loved him and his message.”38 

Vivas was then a teaching assistant, and 
like many other young academics of that 
time deeply involved in a flirtation with 
Marxism, which in his case, however, did 
not lead to a commitment. In speaking 
of his own teaching in those far-off days, 
the early thirties, he remarks: “Viewed 
from outside, his teaching was quite suc- 
cessful. Students crowded his courses and 
their reactions to his teaching were always 
strong. . . . But was he really a teacher at 
all? He was not teaching philosophy; he 
was carrying on a relentless job of propa- 
ganda for his own views.”3T Because he and 
many of his colIeagues at the time, he goes 
on to say, “. . . put more effort into get- 
ting their own ideas accepted than they did 
in training students to  judge for themselves, 
they could not be called teachers. They 
were  indoctrinator^."^^ 

The great question, of course, is how all 
this affected the students. Many of them, 
as Vivas said, came to the university, es- 
pecially in those days, filled with political, 
religious, moral and social views which, as 
he put it, “were not merely naive but ab- 
surd.” It was the teacher’s duty to “lead 
them to think, since all they did was to par- 
rot the nonsense they had learned at  home. 
. . . But how far to crack their ignorance? 
Above all, how to crack it? It was all too 
easy for a teacher with his dialectical ham- 
mer to split open the student’s mind and 
spill his beliefs on the ground, leaving him 
feeling total devastation, emptiness, acute 
and angry pain. Furthermore, neither he 
nor his friends,” Vivas go on to say, speak- 
ing of his own teaching, “distinguished be- 
tween the millenial, fragrant, respectable 
orthodoxies that had sustained the civiliza- 
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tion they claimed to champion, and the 
smelly little ones. For him and his friends 
all orthodoxies except their own were little 
and smelly. Their own views, they com- 
placently believed, were not an orthodoxy, 
they were the truth. . . . Stripped roughly 
of the coverage of his beliefs, the student’s 
personality underwent a shock from which 
sometimes he never successfully recovered. 
The upshot was that the ‘smelly little 
orthodoxies’ that were discarded from stu- 
dents were displaced by devastating 
cynicism, and since the need to believe was 
not eradicated when his beliefs were shown 
up, the student was often ready to fall for 
the strong dogmatism that was at hand, 
Marxism.”39 The process Vivas describes 
was going on, to a greater or less degree, 
in every college and university in the coun- 
try, and grew in intensity as time went on, 
with the SDS and the student revolution- 
aries of the 1960’s one of its more spectac- 
ular, bu t  by no means most significant re- 
sults. It was through this process that 
liberalism in its modern form became the 
reigning orthodoxy of the country. 

But I have still not answered the ques- 
tion, Why did the propertied classes, who 
supply the money, permit it to happen? If 
Schumpeter’s explanation, that they do not 
care, is not sufficient, what is the reason? 
On the face of it, it would seem that the 
non-university community should have no 
difficulty eliminating what Schumpeter 
calls its “enemies” from the educational in- 
stitutions-it supplies the money, and the 
trustees, who are largely from outside the 
university, in theory, at least, control the in- 
stitution itself. But how are such people to 
know what really goes on, and even if they 
know, what can they do about it? Such 
a professor of philosophy as Vivas de- 
scribed without doubt had a thoroughly 
corrupting influence, but how could a mem- 
ber of the legislature, let us say, or a 
trustee, prove it, and even if he could, what 
could he do? We live, we are told, in an 
66 open society,” where nothing is sacred, in 
which all questions are “open questions.” If 
nothing is sacred, if all questions are open 

questions, what is subversive? The universi- 
ties have made themselves, to a large de- 
gree, autonomous by their insistence on 
tenure, on academic freedom-which is in- 
terpreted as academic l icenseand on the 
principle that faculty is to be appointed on 
the basis of scholarly competence alone, 
without regard to background, point of 
view, or moral values, all of which has 
made the professor impregnable and dis- 
armed the university itself. Much of the 
same thing has happened, on a modified 
scale, in the public high schools. 

One of the principle reasons that the situ- 
ation has developed which Schumpeter de- 
scribes as “the bourgeoisie permitting itself 
to be educated by its enemies” is that what 
he calls the bourgeoisie has little or no un- 
derstanding of the influence and im- 
portance of ideas. There are many reasons 
for this, one of which is doubtless in- 
adequate education. As Eric Voegelin put 
it: 

It will be sufficient to state that the stu- 
dents have good reason to revolt; and 
if the reasons they actually advance are 
bad, one should remember that the edu- 
cational institutions have cut them off 
from the life of reason so effectively that 
they cannot even articulate the causes 
of their legitimate unrest?O 

Furthermore, a man who has spent his life 
in practical pursuits, as most of us do, 
whose judgments are necessarily made on 
the basis of everyday considerations, finds 
it di5cult not only to think in terms of ab- 
stractions, but to attach much importance 
to them. Then there is the attitude of the 
successful businessman toward the intel- 
lectual: for rather obvious reasons, but un- 
fortunate in their consequences for the 
businessman, he is inclined not to take the 
intellectual seriously, and considering the 
general impression made by intellectuals 
as a group, this is not di5cult to under- 
stand. Why should a man who has success- 
fully run a substantial business, which 
means dealing with numerous and constant- 
ly changing situations and confronting 
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antagonists of every kind, from labor union 
officials to government bureaucrats, take 
a man seriously who chases after one half- 
understood idea after another and probably 
cannot even balance his own checkbook, to 
say nothing of giving another man a job or 
showing a profit at the end of the year and 
keeping the ship ailoat in every kind of 
weather? The businessman may be justified 
in considering himself a better man than 
the intellectual, but it is the intellectual who 
has the last word. The intellectual is in a 
position to undermine the basis of order in 
society without the businessman, or society 
as a whole, for that matter, even being 
aware of what is going on. It is the man of 
businesss and affairs who has given the in- 
tellectual the source of his power and in- 
fluenc-the vast, elaborate communica- 
tions network and the enormous system of 
mass education-but because he has little 
or no understanding of the role of ideas in 
the life of society, he has lost all control and 
influence over what he has created. 

There is a further consideration in all 
this which should also not be forgotten: in 
any encounter between a professor or 
academic administrator and ordinary citi- 
zen, the latter is almost invariably a t  a 
hopeless disadvantage. The professor enters 
the fray with the great prestige, whether 
deserved or not, associated with learning 
and a life devoted to the higher things, while 
the ordinary citizen, who pays for it all, ap- 
pears as the man who has spent his life 
grubbing for money. In addition, the pro- 
fessor, by the nature of his training and the 
practice of his profession, is far more skill- 
ful in expressing himself, in the use of 
words, than the average citizen. Some years 
ago, to give an example, a member of the 
state legislature of Illinois became con- 
cerned about what was going on in the uni- 
versities, and, as we should know by now, 
with good reason. He made some speeches 
about Communism, which were probably 
wide of the mark, and instituted an investi- 
gation. One of the first witnesses to be 
called was the president of the University 
of Chicago, who, needless to say, was far 

better equipped for such an encounter than 
any member of the legislature. When the 
question of communist influence in the uni- 
versities came up, which was probably a 
rather insignificant factor in the problem, 
the university president innocently re- 
marked that he didn’t know much about 
Communism, would the chairman of the 
committee kindly explain it to him, give 
him a precise definition? None of the com- 
mittee were able to make a satisfactory an- 
swer, even if they knew. The president of 
the university quickly made fools of the 
committee, the press was amused, and the 
world of intellectuals congratulated itself 
on having won another battle against the 
common man, but had it? The president 
of a university occupies a position of great 
honor and prestige, also of responsibility. 
Would it not have been better, and more 
in keeping with his position as the head of 
an educational institution the rest of the 
community supports, to have tried to help 
the members of the committee instead of 
making them appear foolish? There was 
something wrong with the universities, 
which the state legislator instinctively 
realized, even if he put his finger on the 
wrong place. Our whole situation, and that 
of the universities also, would be far better 
now if the universities, instead of con- 
temptuously rejecting any form of criticism 
or questioning had taken an honest look at 
themselves from the standpoint of their 
true purpose and responsibility to society 
as a whole, but members of the academy 
are not, as a rule, characterized by the 
virtue of humility. 

Perhaps the two words that best charac- 
terize the climate of opinion in our country 
in the period immediately following World 
War I1 are arrogance and its concomitant, 
self-delusion. We had played the decisive 
part in a great victory; our economic and 
military power were without equal. Hitler 
had ignominiously taken his own life, his 
Thousand-Year Reich was in ruins and had 
surrendered unconditionally. What was left 
of Germany was completely at our mercy. 
The situation of Japan was similar, but not 
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quite so drastic. Rather than ascribing vic- 
tory to our vastly greater industrial and hu- 
man resources, it was easy to believe, and 
we succumbed to the temptation, that it had 
come about because we were morally bet- 
ter. 

In  the war crimes trials following the 
war we set out not only to demonstrate the 
crimes of our enemies, but to establish a 
new concept of international law which 
would institute the reign of order between 
the nations, an order, based on law, which 
would be maintained by the United Nations 
under the benign influence and care of the 
two remaining great powers, the United 
States and Soviet Russia. To make it all 
seem plausible, certain facts had to be 
overlooked-war crimes, for example, and 
crimes against humanity were tacitly as- 
sumed to have been committed by the Axis 
powers alone, the Hitler-Stalin Pact of 
1939, which had paved the way for the out- 
break of the war, and the support of the 
Axis powers by World Communism until 
Hider’s attack on Russia in 1941 were con- 
veniently forgotten. Since the only morally 
admissible form of government was 
democracy, it was necessary to picture 
Soviet Russia as at least an incipient 
democracy-there was much talk of its 
“democratic” constitution, and of Stalin as 
a kindly father-figure: “Good old Uncle 
Joe.” 

We provided Japan with a new, demo- 
cratic constitution, and set out to “reedu- 
cate” the Germans; we were going to con- 
vert them from autocratic, goose-stepping 
Prussians into peace-loving democrats, in 
our image. Our democratic institutions, our 
free press, our system of education, had 
proven their superiority by our victory, and 
should be the model for the whole world, 

and certainly for the countries we had de- 
feated in the war which were now, it 
seemed, as putty in our hands. 

Stability of international monetary rela- 
tions was assured by the Bretton Woods 
Agreement. We would henceforth be mas- 
ters of our own fate in monetary matters 
also; no longer would we be slaves to the 
vagaries of the gold standard. Gold, we 
were told on the highest authority, was a 
“barbarous relic,” and would henceforth 
be used only for filling teeth, wedding rings 
and other forms of jewelry. 

In domestic matters it was assumed that 
we were equally successful in having found 
answers to the problems that had beset 
mankind for generations. A “full-employ- 
ment” act was passed by the federal gov- 
ernment which would banish the specter of 
unemployment. Since a college education 
had demonstrably helped some to obtain 
a better position in life, it would be made 
available to all-as a somewhat sceptical 
editorial writer put it at the time, the gov- 
ernment was not only going to guarantee 
a college education for everyone, but that 
everyone would graduate at  the head of his 
class. There were still a few problems, of 
course-“pockets of poverty” here and 
there, segregation in the South, inadequate 
education and medical care for some, but 
it was confidently believed that all these 
things could be taken care of by passing 
laws, by supreme court decisions, and new, 
imaginative government programs. 

When all these things are taken into ac- 
count, the reader will perhaps agree that 
I was not greatly overstating the case when 
I said: “World War I1 and the peace that 
followed it represented the final triumph 
of liberalism.” 
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