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			Chapter One

			Whose Side of History Are You On?

			Late on the night of October 16, 1859, the abolitionist John Brown, along with twenty-one other men, approached by stealth the United States Armory and Arsenal located in the quiet Virginia village known as Harper’s Ferry. Though his ill-fated “raid” would turn John Brown into a legend, he was already a notorious figure on America’s antebellum landscape. Notorious, that is, to those who opposed the abolition of slavery, but celebrated among a small elite made up of New England transcendentalists. His cause had already been championed by Emerson, Thoreau, and their circle of friends, despite the fact that they were aware of Brown’s role in the most violent episode of the whole dismal saga of “Bleeding Kansas.” This had occurred some three years earlier, when John Brown, accompanied by some colleagues as well as his sons, went to the homes of several proslavery men, called them outside, and murdered them in cold blood, while their families looked in horror and pleaded for their lives. The Pottawatomie massacre, as the killings came to be known, enflamed anti-abolitionist sentiment across the nation. Yet John Brown remained a hero to the transcendentalists.

			Four years later, when Brown seized the arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, again with the help of his allies and his sons, he managed to hold out for a couple of days. Though one of his sons, Oliver, was killed, Brown himself was taken alive. The raid was one of the first major events to receive instant national coverage due to the most recent technological miracle: the telegraph. The ineptly planned and poorly executed attack horrified much of the nation, both North and South. But not the transcendentalists. It was greeted with enthusiastic approval by both Emerson and Thoreau. Later, it came to light that several members of the Boston elite, committed abolitionists themselves, had known in advance of Brown’s plan and had even given him financial aid for his rash venture.

			During his trial and up to his execution by hanging, John Brown behaved with a calm dignity that belied his reputation as a wild-eyed fanatic, earning the respect even of the governor of Virginia. Among his transcendentalist sympathizers, however, Brown was viewed as both hero and saint. His death on the scaffold was compared to Christ’s death on the cross. When the news of his execution reached Boston, church bells were rung in mourning. During the Civil War that followed just over a year later, he became a folk hero to the Union Army, which often marched to the tune of “John Brown’s Body.”

			Southerners had a quite different opinion of John Brown. It is true that his raid had been a colossal debacle, but it soon came to light what Brown had hoped to achieve. Captured documents indicated Brown was planning to set off an insurrection among the slave population in Virginia, which he assumed would swiftly spread across the other Southern states. Brown had already purchased hundreds of Sharps carbines and thousands of pikes. These and the immense cache of arms taken from the federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry were to be distributed to the thousands of liberated slaves that Brown expected to rally to his sacred cause. As it turned out, not a single slave joined him.

			Yet for Emerson and his circle, it was the thought that counted. There were those in Boston’s abolitionist circles who had long pinned their hopes of ridding the land of slavery precisely through a violent uprising of the slaves themselves, though other leading abolitionists, such as the sensible William Lloyd Garrison, were vehemently opposed to the use of violence. For Southerners, too, it is the thought that counted. They knew that Brown had been plotting to set off a servile insurrection, and they knew that many of the leading intellectuals in the North, such as Emerson and Thoreau, bitterly regretted that his plot had failed.

			Looking back today on John Brown’s famous raid, liberal historians admire his dedication to the cause of freeing the slaves, and laud him as one of the sparks that set off the Civil War and even praise him as a forerunner of the civil rights movement. Yet they fail to ask the simple but obvious question: What would have become of our country if John Brown had succeeded in his grand project of engulfing the Southern states in a servile insurrection?

			There were few in the South who did not know about the horrors of servile insurrection. Even though the most memorable slave uprising on American soil had occurred roughly three decades before, the very name Nat Turner was still enough to conjure up horrors in the minds of all Southerners, who recalled the short-lived uprising in Virginia that he had led. When it was over, fifty-one whites were dead. They had been brutally murdered simply because they were white. To prove this point, after massacring the family that owned Turner, and who may well have had it coming, Turner and his followers were about to leave the farm when they remembered that a baby had been left behind in a crib. Obviously, no one was worried that the baby would identify them. But the baby was white, and God had told Turner that all the whites must be exterminated, male or female, tottering ancient or sleeping babe. Had not Jehovah commanded King David to do the same with the Amalekites, according to the first book of Samuel? “Do not spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.” And was not Jehovah guiding Nat Turner? Had he not in fact put a spot across the sun to reveal to Turner the time at which he should begin the holy massacre?

			The child was quickly hacked to pieces, and the men sought out more whites to axe to death. Ten children of one family were decapitated. But the mayhem was quickly put to an end. The neighboring slaves did not rally to the cause. Quite the opposite. They helped round up Turner and his followers. In the aftermath, the mindless slaughter of whites on the part of the blacks led to mindless slaughter of blacks on the part of the whites, and endless nightmares for decades to come.

			What would have happened if John Brown had succeeding in instigating even a handful of uprisings like Nat Turner’s? The image of marauding slaves hacking to death white women and children would have been spread across the land by the sensationalist newspapers of the day. News of each new atrocity would have been quickly wired by the new telegraph to every town and city in the nation. The cause of abolitionism would have been damaged irretrievably. So, this is what happens when the slaves are freed? In the following election of 1860, the recently created Republican Party, which was already closely identified with the abolitionist cause, would certainly have gone down to abject defeat, taking with it with any hope of emancipation for the slaves for the foreseeable future. The relations between white and black might well have been permanently poisoned by the memory of the great servile insurrection of 1860.

			The war that came about in 1861, the American Civil War, would end up costing around seven hundred thousand lives by the time it ended in 1865, but it would later be seen as a conflict in which both sides had, for the most part, behaved with decency and honor. White soldiers from both the North and the South were eventually able to reconcile, although while the war raged, most intelligent observers, at home and abroad, believed that the Union had been irreparably shattered, never to be united again. The statues of Robert E. Lee that we are today removing from their sites were far from controversial at the time they were dedicated. The fact that the most famous leader of the Confederacy could be honored by the men who had fought bitterly against him was a miraculous testimony to the astonishing strength of the American Union. But a servile insurrection, either as a prelude to the war, or as an event unleashed by the war, would have made such a reconciliation impossible. Men can forgive those who have tried to kill them honorably in war, but not those who had instigated the massacre of their wives and children.

			Looking back, we know there were no successful servile insurrections before or during the Civil War. For a variety of reasons, the slaves remained essentially sane while the white folks seemed intent on exterminating themselves in one bloody battle after another. Had the leading lights among the transcendentalists had their way, it could have been unimaginably worse—a race war that would have inevitably led to a brutal and indiscriminate suppression, in which whites of the both the North and South would have been united in the belief that the black man was too dangerous ever to be freed.

			Yet oddly enough, none of the great minds of the New England transcendentalists ever seemed to consider the hell that would have been unleashed if their Christ-like hero had succeeded. This failure to recognize the enormous cost of their own convictions was the troubling heritage of America’s first true progressives, those advanced-thinking New Englanders who went by the curious and rather pompous title of transcendentalists. They believed that their transcendentalist God was on their side. They also believed that they were on the right side of history, which may explain why the prospective massacre of those on its wrong side occasioned them not a single qualm. What else do those on the wrong side of history deserve?

			Since the day of the New England’s transcendentalists, part of the creed of American progressivism has been that they were marching on the right side of history. As a proud progressive, President Barack Obama, for example, never had any doubts about where he stood: “And we call upon others to join us on the right side of history—for while small gains can be won at the barrel of a gun, they will ultimately be turned back if enough voices support the freedom of nations and peoples to make their own decisions.” But President Obama also had no doubts who stood on the other side of history. In his first inaugural address, he asserted, “To those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, know that you are on the wrong side of history.” During his administration, he condemned Russian President Vladimir Putin and Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, among others, for being on the wrong side of history, leading conservative commentator Jonah Goldberg to write that the Obama administration “has used the ‘the wrong side of history’ phrase more than any I can remember,” especially in regard to its foreign policy failures, after which Obama “or his spokespeople have wagged their fingers from the right side of history.”

			In an article in Slate magazine on April 17, 2014, Ben Yagoda notes “the dramatic rise in use” of wrong side/right side rhetoric “from the 1970s to the present,” adding, with commendable understatement, that he didn’t “have a sense that this was a period when people had developed a particularly penetrating understanding of history’s arc. If anything, the opposite.” Yagoda, however, notes that Democrats had no monopoly on such rhetoric. In the confirmation hearings for Chuck Hagel as secretary of defense, Senator John McCain castigated Hagel for his opposition, as senator, to the Iraqi “surge” by concluding: “History has already made the judgment about the surge, sir, and you’re on the wrong side of it.”

			Since 2014, there has been an explosion of such rhetoric. It has become virtually ubiquitous, both on the Right as well as the Left. In 2019, conservative commentator and Obama critic Ben Shapiro boldly took up the phrase, so often associated with the progressive agenda, and used it in the title of a bestselling book: The Right Side of History: How Reason and Moral Purpose Made the West Great. The gist of his argument is that progressives like Obama were on the wrong side of history, while right-thinking conservatives like himself were on the right side.

			The subtitle of Shapiro’s book was important, in order to distinguish it from a quite different book called The Right Side of History: 100 Years of LGBTQI Activism. Indeed, the Human Rights Campaign, devoted to promoting the LGBTQ+ cause, sells for a modest $4.99 a wall poster to hang in your own home that reads simply: I STAND ON THE RIGHT SIDE OF HISTORY. But let us consider some other examples, drawn from a wide of array of individuals, many of whom might well be puzzled to find themselves on the same side of history.

			On March 7, 2023, the New Yorker magazine published an essay by Emma Green entitled “The Right Side of History: How should historians respond to the urgency of this current political moment?”

			Liberal Democratic Senator Chris Murphy has been quoted as saying: “I wake up ready to fight, and I feel like I am on the right side of history every day.”

			Shane Claiborne, an evangelical Christian leader and author, has said: “I would love to see the Church on the right side of history.”

			Actor Justin Bartha, star of the Hangover trilogy, said, referring no doubt to a different role: “It’s not often as an actor you get to be involved with a project that seems to be on the right side of history.”

			Jerry Hawkins, the executive director of Dallas Truth, Racial Healing & Transformation, writes: “We need to understand our history and make sure we are on the right side of it.”

			António Guterres, general secretary of the United Nations, has proclaimed: “To all those working, marching, and championing real climate action, I want you to know that you are on the right side of history, and I am with you.”

			Chess grandmaster Garry Kasparov writes: “Values-oriented foreign policy of the free world would be much better supported by the self-awareness of being on the right side of history.”

			American football player Davante Adams put matter succinctly when he said: “It’s good to be on the right side of history.”

			And who can doubt what a wonderful thing it must be to be on history’s good side, and not its bad?

			The brutal attack on Israeli civilians by the terrorist group Hamas on October 7, 2023, may have seemed to most civilized men and women like a reversion to barbarism that should have long since been relegated to the trash bin of history. Yet student protesters on many American college campuses, demanding a Free Palestine “from the river to the sea,” quickly rallied around the slogan “We are on the right side of history.” Needless to say, various radical student groups, like the SDS chapter at Florida State University, denounced their own universities for standing “with Zionism on the wrong side of history by perpetuating the epidemic of political repression spreading across the nation.” [Emphasis added.] Other radical student groups might vary the rhetoric, but the theme was always the same: “We are on the right side of history, and those who oppose us are on the wrong side.” Such student activists may even decorate the walls of their dormitories with a poster provided by the Palestine Poster Project Archives that exhorts, “Be on the Right Side of History!”

			Beyond the campuses, many others supported their cause. On April 24, 2024, the radical socialist magazine Jacobin published an article by Ben Burgis entitled “Pro-Palestine Protesters Are on the Right Side of History.” Only a month later, Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei wrote a letter to those American students, who by fervently chanting the slogan “From the river to the sea / Palestine will be free,” had shown themselves to be “on the right side of history.”

			Clearly, those who claim to be on the right side of history make for strange bedfellows. The Human Rights Campaign is there, but so too is the Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, leader of one of the world’s most homophobic regimes, Iran. Greta Thunberg stands next to Garry Kasparov, and while Ben Shapiro and Barack Obama may cast uneasy glances at each other, they too are somehow on the right side of history. But can everyone be on the right side of history? Obviously not. Either some people are seriously deceiving themselves, or there is something very fishy about the whole notion that history has a right side and a wrong side—something that, given both the omnipresence of this trope in contemporary discourse and the blatantly contradictory way in which it is currently thrown around, cries out for thoughtful examination.

			The “right side of history” is, of course, a metaphor. Unlike a bed or a roadway, which have both a right side and a left side, no one has ever talked about being on the left side of history, especially not those on the Left. The true opposite of the right side of history has already become self-evident: it is the wrong side of history. But what sense can it make to speak of a right and wrong side of history unless history itself is inevitably marching toward a certain goal? Those who march with it are clearly on the right side of history, and those who try to impede this march are just as clearly on the wrong side. Even those who are not marching in step may fall into this category. Indeed, from the nineteenth century on, the belief that there was a right side to history was in fact predicated on the belief in an end of history. Karl Marx, for example, argued that with the achievement of true communism, after a long period of socialist development, secular history as we know it would simply come to an end. Hence, to be on the right side of history required both knowing (a) what the end of history would be, and (b) devoting yourself to achieving it through political action, if not revolutionary upheaval. In the early 1990s, however, this Marxist theme was given a whole new lease on life as a result of one of history’s most shocking events: the failure of the first great experiment in practical Marxism known as the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

			As we look back at the sudden and totally unexpected collapse of the Soviet Union that began in 1989, many of us may find it a challenge to remember the sense of historical optimism that filled the air at the time. The long and frightening Cold War that had commenced so quickly after the end of the Second World War was at last over. The Berlin Wall had fallen. The citizens of those captive nations newly liberated from the Soviet yoke, such as Poland and Czechoslovakia, filled their streets and squares with jubilant throngs. The wicked witch of the Soviet regime lay dead, and its former victims were overjoyed. The great rivalry between the USSR and the USA was finally at an end, a rivalry that many feared would lead one day to the nightmare of thermonuclear war and the end of civilized life as we know it. Surely, here was the dawn of a new world, one that would be free from all the evils and misery that had afflicted the twentieth century, with its bloody revolutions and horrendous world wars.

			The future that had been envisioned by the Nazi regime, aka the Thousand Year Reich, had proved to be a lethal illusion, both for Germany and much of the rest of the world, while the future that had been envisioned by the Soviet commissars had suddenly collapsed beneath their feet. There was now, so it seemed, only one vision of the future left standing. And, luckily, it was our own—the vision of liberal democracies inevitably sprouting up around the globe. Instead of seeing this outcome as the result of a fortuitous concatenation of unforeseeable circumstances, a new historical paradigm emerged. Our victory had been inevitable. All history had been moving toward this moment of triumph.

			This mood of optimism helps to explain the immense enthusiasm that greeted the publication of the book The End of History and the Last Man by American political scientist Francis Fukuyama. Appearing as it did in 1992, shortly after the collapse of the USSR, Fukuyama argued that the dream of a socialist future had finally been exploded and that there would be no longer be any great ideological rivalry among the nations. Henceforth all would embrace the one remaining option and become like us in the USA or our cousins in the advanced nations of Western Europe, liberal capitalist democracies.

			Like all thoughtful books that end up bestsellers, The End of History had two separate lives. First, there was the nuanced argument put forth by the scholarly Fukuyama. He certainly did not expect history to end in the normal sense of the word. There would be new elections, new presidents, even new governments. There could be all sorts of crises caused by natural disasters. There could even be wars. Furthermore, his thesis had nothing triumphalist about it. On the contrary, one gets a sense of regret on Fukuyama’s part that the virtues honored by previous ages, especially the aristocratic ones, such as heroism, had become relics of the past.

			Second, there was the book that was reduced to the slogan “the End of History.” In this simplified distortion of the thesis, the United States and its allies had triumphed over the forces of evil and were now in a position to dictate a “new world order,” as President George H. W. Bush phrased it. Meanwhile, the liberal media found a host of different color-coordinated revolutions in nations that lacked any tradition of self-government but that were sure to be thriving liberal democracies within a few weeks. A tidal wave of such revolutions seemed on the verge of ushering in a new Islamic Golden Age, yet not even one of these hopeful revolutions came close to fulfilling the heady expectations the Western media had set for them.

			Nonetheless, Fukuyama’s basic thesis, qualify it as much as you wish, is still a modern variant of the Marxist notion that history was moving to an inevitable end and that once this point had been reached, there could be no further need of that messy thing called history. Karl Marx had been right, after all, that there would be an end of history, only he had bet on the wrong horse. It was capitalism and not socialism that had made it across the finish line, democracy and not the dictatorship of the proletariat. Yet only a little more than a decade after the demise of the Soviet Union, there came another bolt out of the blue, this time quite literally when two airplanes flown by Islamic terrorists rammed into the Twin Towers on September 11, 2001.

			With the fall of the Twin Towers, the optimists of the West became painfully aware that there were those who fanatically hated our idea of the future and who wanted no part of it. The followers of radical Islam entertained a very different notion of the end of history. They had no doubt that it would come, and they knew precisely the shape it would have. It would be a world in which all human beings had become what Allah had intended them to be all along: devout Muslims. The “House of Peace” (Dar al-Islam), would then extend across the entirety of the globe. That was their future, and it was obviously inconsistent with our own ideas of our future. At the heart of this conflict was not the clash of civilizations but the clash of two radically different visions of humanity’s future.

			But rather than abandon its pet future, the United States and its allies decided to double down. If some in the Middle East were reluctant, or even hostile, to our vision of the future, we would use our immense military superiority in order to remove and defeat them. What followed was the attempt to clone Western liberal democracy in the Arab world, starting with the toppling of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. One of the best-selling books of that time, The Pentagon’s New Map: War and Peace in the Twenty-First Century by Thomas P. M. Barnett, argued that once this had been achieved, there would be a spontaneous revolution through the Muslim world, with the people demanding the same kind of blessings that they saw overflowing in the newly remodeled Iraq. Meanwhile, neoconservative David Frum, who unlike other neocons was not content with merely seeing the end of history, coauthored a book that went one step further, foretelling An End to Evil.

			There were to be further surprises. Though the USSR had been broken into various smaller nations, by far the largest piece, old Mother Russia, still remained. According to the end-of-history scenario, Russia, having broken the ideological fetters of Soviet Communism, would naturally turn into the same kind of liberal capitalist democracy that we in the West enjoyed. Instead, post-Soviet Russia rapidly plunged into an economic tailspin. The old assets of the USSR, those ill-run factories producing inferior products, and even then, not nearly enough of them, became the spoils of the ill-famed oligarchs, whose ruthless greed made the Mafia look like a ladies’ reading club.

			It had always been assumed that the transition from capitalism to socialism was the final stage of history. Socialism’s many critics had always warned that it would fail, but no one had given any thought to what would happen after it failed. Indeed, only fringe elements, like Ronald Reagan and a few other crackpots, even imagined that the Soviet Union could collapse in the first place. Hence, there were no experts who had given any thought to how a Communist regime, in which the capital assets were all owned by the state, could redistribute those assets in a fair and equitable way back to the people. If they had given it any thought, they would have quickly realized that in slicing up such a gigantic pie, those with the dirtiest fingers would come away with the biggest pieces. And they did.

			A decade later, former KGB agent Vladmir Putin began his ascent to supreme authority in the New Russia, and with him came a resumption of Old Russia’s claim to be a Great Power on the world stage. This was certainly not the role that the triumphant Western democracies had assigned to it in their new world order. Russia was supposed to assume the far humbler role of a mere regional power, to quote President Barack Obama. Such presumption on Russia’s part seemed folly to many in the West, considering its declining birthrate and soaring levels of alcoholism, and the fact that its economy was more suitable to a small Balkan nation than the vast Russian expanse.

			Putin’s Russia, however, presented something genuinely new under the sun. Of old, if a nation wished to remain a formidable military power, it had to remain a strong economic power as well, and this became even more essential as technology played an increasingly decisive role in warfare. It took a great army to hope to survive against another great army, and the soldiers had to be equipped with weapons at least as good (and hopefully better) than their enemies. Therefore, when a nation underwent a drastic economic decline, it lost its standing as a power to be reckoned with. This logic, however, did not apply to nuclear weapons. A nation that amassed a large arsenal of such devices could be reduced to economic subsistence and yet remain a formidable threat so long as it was able merely to maintain its arsenal in good working order. Indeed, if we look at North Korea, we will find a nation where many of its people are actually on the verge of starvation, living in an economic wasteland, yet whose leaders have realized that even a small nuclear arsenal gives them enough clout to keep the world on edge. Yet their arsenal pales in comparison to that of Russia, where there are more than enough nuclear warheads to carpet-bomb the planet back into the Stone Age.

			Meanwhile, back in the West, the neoconservatives, alarmed by the threat posed by Russian expansion, decided that the best policy would be to bolster the defenses of those nations neighboring Russia that were once republics of the USSR, like Ukraine and Georgia, or its satellites, such as Poland and Romania. Forgotten was the promise that the Western leaders of the time had made to the last Soviet premier, Mikhail Gorbachev, that they would not take advantage of the Soviet Union’s decline and dismemberment in order to advance their own interests. Instead, there was a steady expansion of Western power into Eastern Europe, a process whereby the former satellites and even former republics of the old USSR became members in good standing of their old adversary, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

			It has now become a commonplace to refer to the New Cold War. There has even been a bit of nuclear saber-rattling from Russia, while China is threatening to become the next economic superpower, proving that liberal democracy is not the only path to worldly riches. Thus, within three decades, the dream of the end of history had revealed itself to be a mirage. But then history has never been kind to any of the earlier triumphalist visions of its demise.

			By 221 BC, the first emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang, had successfully united the various warring factions that had plagued China for centuries. One of his first acts was to command that all previous books and records of the Chinese be gathered together and set ablaze in what may have been the largest bonfire in human history. In doing so, the mighty emperor believed that by abolishing the past, he had brought history to an end. There were to be no more divisions, conflicts, or wars in the Celestial Kingdom. Qin Shi Huang, however, was not so sure that the afterlife would be equally peaceful, which might explain the immense Terracotta Army of eight thousand soldiers he commanded to be buried with him. Or perhaps he planned to bring the same peace and order to heaven that he had established on earth. The revenge of history, however, came swiftly for the Qin Dynasty, which, despite its boasts of immortality, lasted a mere fifteen years, although two years longer than The Thousand Year Reich imagined by the Nazis.

			With the failure of the most recent end of history, we find ourselves back at the drawing board, where we must confront those big questions that are the domain of the philosophers of history. Does history have a meaning? Is it irresistibly moving toward a certain goal, and if so, what is it? Can we know this goal in advance and consciously work toward it ourselves? Is history a steady progress upward and onward, or is it just one damn thing after another, without rhyme or reason? In this course of this book, we will examine how various thinkers of the past have grappled with these questions, from the time of ancient Greece to our current world. As we will see, the idea that history has a right side and a wrong side arose very late in the annals of ideas. No one before the nineteenth century saw history in this light.

			Above all, it is necessary to confront the myth of the right side of history, not merely to gain greater philosophical clarity, but because it is a dangerous myth that in the past has been used to justify the dehumanization, brutalization, and murder of millions of people for the sole crime on being judged to be on the wrong side of history. Indeed, those most supremely certain they are on the right side of history are most likely to stop at nothing to achieve their goal, as the New England transcendentalists clearly demonstrated by hero-worshiping the zealot John Brown, whose dream of drenching the hated South with blood they fully shared.

			Today, we are confronted with zealots who are equally sincere in their belief that they are on the right side of history. They call themselves “woke,” an indication that they alone are wide awake in a world full of sleeping sheep. They see themselves as the advance guard of humanity, leading the way to their brave new world. They champion a variety of causes that on the surface appear to have absolutely nothing in common: open borders, transgender rights in competitive sports, radical climate activism, gender education for five-year-olds, packing the Supreme Court, eliminating Israel, and a host of others that go to make up what has been dubbed the “Omnicause.” Those seeking an ideology behind this strange smorgasbord of causes—cultural Marxism or postmodernism, for example—certainly have their work cut out to find a central theme. It is a bit like trying to find resemblances among the various freaks at an old-fashioned carnival sideshow: the geek, the fat lady, the bearded lady, the dog-faced boy, the sword-swallower, the dwarf, the strongman. Their only commonalty was their freakishness, their deviation from the norm. This too is at bottom what the woke all have in common: not a coherent ideology, just their smug and haughty rejection of the ideas and values of Middle America. And, of course, their fanatical conviction that they alone are on the right side of history and that others are not marching nearly fast enough.

			No one is quite sure who first coined the phrase “the right side of history,” though it is generally agreed that it originated during the nineteenth century. This was no accident. It was this century, after all, in which the idea of progress first began to stir men’s souls. It was part of the zeitgeist. By the nineteenth century, the erosion of the Judeo-Christian tradition that had begun during the Enlightenment reached its climax. French philosophers, like Voltaire, had tirelessly mocked the old idea of Divine Providence, with its comforting assurance that whatever happened, it had to be for the best. But what could possibly take its place? The answer offered by the nineteenth-century visionaries was faith in the Future.

			Notice the capital F. It is significant. For the nineteenth-century visionaries were not interested in our everyday notion of the future with a small case f, the prosaic future that awaits every morning and of which we make the best we can. Their idea of the Future was blazed in neon lights. It was no longer your future, or mine, or our neighbors’. It was the Future of all mankind. And it was coming—of that the visionaries had no doubt. For the many who had lost their faith in God, this Future became an ersatz religion, designed to offer the comfort and hope that Christianity had once provided. Faith in God was replaced by faith in the Future. The various sects of those new faiths had their own names—Fourierism, Marxism, Owenism, transcendentalism, social Darwinism, fascism, and anarchism, among others—but all worshipped at the Temple of the Future.

			The historical optimism introduced by the Future Revolution of the nineteenth century had no precedent. It was certainly not shared by the ancient Greeks, and indeed it would have been incomprehensible to them. They were convinced that mankind’s best days had already passed and that what awaited the race of mortals was only an increasingly bleak future. This pessimistic view received its classic expression in the Greek poet Hesiod, who lived sometime in the sixth century BC. In his poem Work and Days, he lists a series of epochs: the Golden Age, the Silver Age, the Bronze Age, the Heroic Age, and the Iron Age.

			In the Golden Age, men did not need to labor to produce their daily bread. The earth was so bountiful with its fruits that there was no need to plant or to plow the fields, in fact, no need of agriculture at all. The Silver Age, while still rather pleasant, represented a decline, as did the Bronze and Iron Ages, with the Heroic Age, as might be expected, being an exception to the rule of general decay. Yet, for Hesiod, as for the Greeks in general, the maxim was, Things were bound to get worse over time, along with a general increase of human toil and misery.

			Hesiod was a poet who lived before philosophy emerged in Greece, but later thinkers, such as Plato, were in agreement with his basic thesis that the world was bound, over the long run, to get worse and worse. As historian of ancient Greece J. B. Bury observed in his book The Idea of Progress, “If some relative progress might be admitted, the general view of Greek philosophers was that they were living in a period of inevitable degeneration and decay—inevitable because it was prescribed by the nature of the universe.” Plato, for example, argued in Timaeus that the deity, whom he called a “demiurge,” had created the universe as perfect as he could, but that it would deteriorate over time. The universe, Plato believed, would last 72,000 solar years. The first 36,000 years had held up rather well. It was here that Plato located the Golden Age, but we were now living in the second 36,000-year period, when we could only expect to see an ever-increasing descent toward universal senescence. Yet, for Plato, that was not the end of the story. For a new universe would come into being, and it would go through the same cycle all over again. The Hindu worldview also held that the universe went through cycles of decay and rebirth, though each cycle was immensely, mind-boggling larger than the mere 72,000 years Plato had envisioned.

			Those Romans who turned their attention to such deep questions echoed Greek pessimism. Lucretius, both poet and philosopher, was aware that mankind had indeed made progress from its original bestial state. Fire had been mastered, followed by invention of language, the development of arts, the creation of crafts and industries, along with the increased improvement in social organizations by customs and laws. Yet, strange as it appears to us, Lucretius believed that all such progress was over and done with by the time he himself arrived on the scene. The age of invention and improvement lay in the past, not in the future. The idea that progress had already reached its limits would have a long life, and it has been revived in our own day in the anti-technological movements that we will examine later in this book.

			The more thoughtful of the ancients, dismissive of the vulgar superstitions of the people, had a more philosophic attitude toward the future. Though they naturally had a variety of views on the topic, there was a basic consensus: the future was not in the hands of the gods but was the product of an impersonal and inexorable power, which we call Fate, the Latins called Fortunata, and the Greeks Tyche. Whatever name it went by, it was utterly beyond our control. There was no pattern to history, and certainly no right and wrong sides to it. Classical fatalism precluded all such ideas.

			Before the ancient Greeks invented the study of history, there were obviously all sorts of events going on in the world of both great and small consequence. Yet there was no history. The order of the world was marked by the seasons. Each year was simply a repetition of the year before, as the next year would be a carbon copy of its predecessor, with minor variations. Every now and then there would be catastrophe: forest fires spread across the land, volcanoes erupted, and earthquakes shook down hovels. At other times, catastrophe would come at the hands of man, as predators suddenly appeared in the midst of a peaceful village to steal the inhabitants’ scanty stores of grain. Things happened, but nothing was recorded. This was the general condition of the human race. The eternal present was the rule. Surprises were simply freaks of nature.

			Yet in even the most primitive tribes, an event or an individual would stand out that was worth talking about. Sometimes people would remember them and pass on oral accounts. A mighty king ruling over a vast empire might carve his victories and achievements on monuments designed to perpetuate his name through all the ages to come. But until the Greek historians appeared, no one ever thought of history as a special field of inquiry, requiring certain methods, and whose aim was to provide a reasonably objective portrayal of both characters and events. More importantly, no one thought of history as a story—a tale with a beginning, a middle, and an end, pointing out moral lessons both for individuals and for the communities of which they were a part. Yet there is one theme that prevails in the writings of all the ancient Greek historians, namely that it was both foolish and dangerous for men to believe that they could control their own fate or shape history as they wished. This fatalism is so contrary to the idea of progress that the modern age takes for granted that we should pause a moment to consider what lay at the heart of this bleak assessment of man’s capacity to direct his own destiny.

			The ancient Greeks had a word to express the heady overconfidence that can lead men, both as individuals and as whole communities, to their ruin. This state of mind they called hubris, and it is a topic to which the Greeks continually return, both in their tragedies and in their histories. Hubris is often translated into English as something like “overweening pride,” but the catastrophe that overtakes hubris is not brought about by pride alone, no matter how excessive. Rather, it is the result of the proud man’s deluded conviction that he can control his own destiny and that his plans for the future cannot possibly fail. The law of unintended consequences may foil lesser mortals, but not him.

			The first history ever written, Herodotus’s The Persian Wars, is full of cautionary tales about the folly of hubris. Perhaps the most famous is the story of Croesus, whose name has been preserved for us in the phrase by which we often designate a fabulously wealthy man when we say, “He is as rich as Croesus.” Reputed by his contemporaries to be not merely rich, but at the very top of the Forbes list of the Richest Men of the Ancient World, Croesus was also obnoxiously insistent that he was the happiest man as well.

			Croesus was particularly insistent on this point when he was visited by the Athenian legislator Solon, renowned for his wisdom. Exhibiting his heaps of treasure to his honored guest, Croesus eagerly asked if this vast wealth did not prove him to be happier than any other mortal then alive, to which Solon replied with the words: “Count no man happy until he dies,” which was his way of saying, “You may be happy today, but who knows what the future holds?” But Croesus was unimpressed and took no notice of Solon’s ominous hint. For Croesus believed that, in addition to be very rich, he was also very lucky, supremely confident that any future venture he undertook was bound to be a success. Having already conquered many of the neighboring kingdoms and rendering them tributaries to Lydia, he was sure that his next conquest, that of Persia under the rule of its parvenu king, would also turn out in his favor. Yet in order to obtain complete certainty about his future prospects, he dutifully sent to the oracle of Delphi to discover what she had to say about the matter. He was delighted to hear her verdict. She completely agreed with him: if he invaded Persia, she assured him, a mighty empire would fall.

			And it did. Only it was the kingdom of Lydia, not that of Persia. When taken prisoner by the Persian king, who turned out to be Cyrus the Great, the bitterly disappointed Croesus finally saw the error of his ways, his blind faith in his own luck and his foolish delusion of being the happiest man on earth. This was certainly not how Croesus felt as he awaited execution at the top of the huge funeral pyre that had been erected to send him off into another world. Herodotus tells us that Croesus cried out, expecting them to be his last words: “Solon! Solon!” Upon hearing this, Cyrus had the incipient flames doused and asked Croesus what he meant by these mysterious words. This gave the forlorn king the opportunity to tell Cyrus about the wise counsel that had been offered to him by the Athenian sage, but which he had so foolishly ignored. Cyrus was impressed and Croesus was saved.

			Leading him down from the pyre, Cyrus took his former enemy and made him one of his most intimate confidants, whose advice he would continue to consult for years and which, according to the account of Herodotus, invariably proved to be both prudent and sober. Perhaps Cyrus was himself saved from future acts of hubristic folly by heeding the warning of the man who had known the most extreme reversal of fate, recognizing a truth that is too often overlooked, namely that the man who has known bitter failure is not infrequently a better counselor than the man who has known only success.

			Such pessimistic assessment of man’s capacity to shape his own destiny presents the sharpest challenge to those who believe they are on the right side of history, or who are convinced that by their own political actions they can be preparing for the end of history. To the Greek mind, it was all vain delusion and arrogance. And yet, with only a few lonely exceptions, in the modern world, thinkers both on the Right and Left of the political spectrum reject this pessimism, fully convinced that they possess roadmaps to guide us to a better world in a better future. How such an optimistic view of history emerged out of the pessimism of the classical world will be examined in the following chapters.
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