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Praise for  Happy Days Were Here Again


 



“Most of the pleasure comes from Mr. Buckley’s exuberance, his enthusiasm for whatever task he has in hand, especially the chase. Anyone who gets so much fun out of life, and who can convey some of it through his writing, cannot help being likeable.”

—John Grimond, in The New York Times Book Review


 



“The collection ... is pure pleasure. I dare you to dip into it anywhere without becoming captivated by the bracing prose, the hard-edged political analysis, the gleeful puncturing of modern cultural idiocy. Most compelling, as always, is the logic, the point-by-point, flawless construction of each case. The notorious vocabulary sparkles everywhere, but the words hang on the strongest chain of unassailable argument.”

—Rush Limbaugh, in National Review


 



“I confess to an ailment common among Americans of liberal disposition: I have a large fondness for William F. Buckley Jr.... It should be said that while Buckley has issued many collections of columns and articles, this one is particularly good.”

—E. J. Dionne Jr., in Newsday


 



“The verve with which [Buckley] writes ... makes the reader feel the joy of intellectual combat.... This book is the work of a truly happy warrior.”

—American Way


 



“Slashing, energetic, acerbically witty.”

—Publishers Weekly


 




“Happy Days Were Here Again is a compelling reminder that good thoughts written well are never tiresome.... One reads this book with that ease that conjoins good writing, only looking back in reflection to see the verbal mastery. Here are inscribed those arguments we wish we had made ourselves. Buckley is, to use one of his favored expressions, the columnist à outrance.”

—The Dartmouth Review


 



“William F. Buckley is no Puritan. He has too much fun, and the verve and enthusiasm he radiates are part of the fun of reading him. Also the big words and foreign phrases that journalists say he shouldn’t use. I mean, the man might be lapidary, but he’s not eristic. Nicht wahr?”

—The Milwaukee Journal


 



“Perhaps what [William] Shawn said of the author’s sailing journal Windfall  readily applies to this present work: ‘The Buckley style, thank goodness, is intact, and the humor is undiminished.”’

—The Columbia [S.C.] State


 



“Irreverent wit, erudition, and a joie de vivre which borders on barely repressed glee.”

—Daily Press, Newport News
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Introduction

BY JOHN LEONARD


In Lazarus, André Malraux told his doctor: “Modern man has been fashioned on the basis of exemplary stereotypes: saint, chevalier, caballero, gentleman, bolshevik, and so on.” From this catalogue, the French swashbuckler omitted ... Buckley.

A Buckley—part Magus, prestidigitating supply-side whoopee, and part matador, goring liberal bulls—is in perpetual motion. He edits magazines, proliferates newspaper columns, anchors television programs, skis, sails, and speechifies. In and around these activities, on the keyboard of his Toshiba laptop, from the backseat command module of his customized-in-Texarkana Cadillac limousine, or from the Gstaad chalet, where he oil-paints with Nivens and slide-slips with Galbraiths, or at the helm of his ketch, Sealestial, somewhere between the Galapagos and Byzantium, like G. K. Chesterton and Moses Herzog, a Buckley writes letters to the world.

The word zest comes to mind, and so does savor. Yet all these Buckley motions are accomplished with an oddly sleepy sort of Robert Mitchum look. He was once asked, on Laugh-In, “Mr. Buckley I notice that on your own program you’re always sitting down. Is this because you can’t think on your feet?” He hesitated for a masterly moment; then replied: “It is hard ... to stand up ... under the weight ... of all that I know.” But sitting down, he also lists ... leaning away from a Noam Chomsky or an Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., somehow parenthetical, as if in a hurry to write another column. A section of this Malleus Maleficarum is devoted to his body English. I am reminded of Richard Weaver’s  definition of conservatism: “a paradigm of essences toward which the phenomenology of the world is in continuing approximation.”

Buckley! Think of another revolutionary pamphleteer, Tom Paine, except that Tom Paine didn’t eat Red Wing peanut butter, make jokes, or play the harpsichord. It seems to me that if the culture insists on celebrity ideologues, we are better off with a Buckley performing a Bach concerto for the Phoenix Symphony Orchestra than we are with a Lillian Hellman in Blackgama mink or an Andrew Sullivan in a Gap ad. But I am often wrong, as Buckley has patiently pointed out, for the last thirty-five years, in many letters, to none of which I’ve ever replied, being shy.

Buckley in 1958: “I don’t suppose you are at all conservative?” Me, hedging: “Not very.” Buckley: “One hundred dollars a week.” Me: “I’ll have to consult my fiancée.” Buckley: Where is she?” Me: “Radcliffe.” Buckley: “Tell her it’s The New Republic.”


And so, long before he was an exemplary stereotype, I went to work for Buckley as an editorial assistant at National Review. I ferried copy to the printer in Connecticut. I monitored the left-wing press. I wrote letters to the NR editor criticizing everything in the magazine, to prime a very dry correspondence pump. I was sent to Cuba shortly after Castro’s revolution. I went to lunch with Whittaker Chambers, which was like going to lunch with the Brothers Karamazov. I was taught, by Publisher Bill Rusher, how to eat with a fork. I was taught, by Editor Bill Buckley, how to assemble and fly a kite. I was taught, by Managing Editor Priscilla Buckley, how to assemble and fly a paragraph. To this day, the only two important matters I’m certain we agree on are that Bill’s sister, Priscilla, and his composer, Bach, are unexcelled in God’s creation.

But after a season, I went away: to California, novel-writing, and eventually The New York Times. Like so many other young writers he took off the street and published in his pages in the early NR days—Carry Wills, Joan Didion, Renata Adler, Arlene Croce—I ended up a liberal. “For a while,” Buckley wrote in Overdrive, “I thought we were running a finishing school for apostates....” As if to compensate, he finally hired George Will, and I hope he’s happy. But what about the rest of us? Why, staring at him on the other side of the barricades, don’t we bare our fangs? Where’s the Oedipal revolt, so surpassingly expressed in the Cultural Revolution of the Red Guards in China’s Guangzi province, when they cannibalized their high school principals?

To be sure, I wrote an article about National Review for a satirical magazine in 1963, a parody of Whittaker Chambers’s letter to his children in Witness. Buckley’s response? Four years later, when the Times was deciding whether to hire me, he sent them a copy of this article just to prove, as he said, that I wasn’t “right-bitten.” In Life magazine in 1971, in a critique of Firing Line, I made fun of his promiscuous analogies, invidious juxtapositions and preemptive obfuscations, in deploying words like “nugatory,” “usufruct,” “enthymematic,” “asymptotic,” “propaedeutic,” and “endogamous.” So he invited me on Firing Line. Much later on, reviewing one of his Blackford Oakes novels, I quoted a passage in which the hero ransacks a refrigerator: “There was chicken, ham, cheese, white wine. He put together a plate with slabs of each....” I said this sounded to me like a wet plate. So I was invited, not only to a Christmas party, but to Moscow and Leningrad, with the NR staff, where Keith Mano shook his fist at the Winter Palace, reminding me of what Herzen said to Bakunin: “One must open men’s eyes, not tear them out.”

In Cruising Speed, he told us: “I can understand the occasional necessity to execute people, but never to hurt their feelings....” This explains, in part, why he puts up with so many of us—Murray Kempton, Wilfrid Sheed, Allard Lowenstein—who had disappointed him with our disorderly politics and chaotic lives; and why, in turn, we cherish him no matter what he says, and he says plenty here, about John Lennon, Jesse Jackson, Jimmy Breslin, Martin Scorcese, democracy, the Koran, and ... women, whose “primary responsibility,” he says, is “the care of the child,” while men are primarily responsible “for the care of the woman.”

To speak, however, of the friend is to neglect the exemplar. You may have noticed that even his “apostates” tend to be political, noisy, and trouble-making, as if the world were a wound about which, on our bandages, in our blood, it is necessary constantly to scribble. What is the lesson? To be a serious character in your own life, in your own century. But also to send up ideas like kites, to eat some peanut butter, and to hear some music.

I have paused to quarrel, or to smile, at every other paragraph in these wind-blown pages. There are again the suspect analogies  and juxtapositions, and the fancy words—“lucubrations,” “eldritch,” “fissiparous,” “dysgenically,” “eristic,” “objurgatory,” “querencia”—but a lovely essay also defending the writer’s working vocabulary, the very jazz of composition. If there are predictable enthusiasms (capital punishment, Evelyn Waugh, Chartres cathedral, Star Wars, and the Titanic) and predictable bêtes noires  (abortion, Lowell Weicker, the Democratic Party, drug dealers, Dartmouth College), there are also surprises: That he went to see Mapplethorpe’s dirty pictures, although not Scorcese’s Last Temptation. That he opposes a government bailout of the failed S&Ls, would internationalize Jerusalem, has never gone to a baseball game, nor watched Oprah. That he approves of Head Start, and disapproves of the Inquisition.

Most astonishing is what he says about the continuing soap of the Windsors: “There is, to begin with, the absolutely chimerical quality of Princess Diana. If a more beautiful woman ever existed, she was never photographed.” Lauren Bacall? Lena Horne? Daw Aung San Suu Kyi? This, perhaps, explains what possessed Blackie in Saving the Queen. For remedial reading, may I suggest the Texas newspaper columnist Molly Ivins: “Dan Quayle looks exactly like Princess Di, while Mrs. Quayle looks exactly like Prince Charles. What more could any woman want?”

But this is churlish. What we have here is vintage Buckley on Nathaniel Hawthorne and Malcolm Forbes, Edmund Burke and Dan Rather, free trade and Tiananmen Square, Jack Kemp, Clarence Thomas, Meir Kahane and original sin, not to neglect his favorite composer, on whom he quotes biologist Lewis Thomas, who was asked what we should send up in a rocket to speak on our behalf to whatever alien civilizations there might be in outer space. “I would send the complete works of Johann Sebastian Bach,” said Thomas. Pause: “But that would be boasting.”

We could do worse than send some Citizen Buckley, too.
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The So-Whatness of Nuclear Winter

APRIL 18, 1985

 




I wish Home Box Office or one of those cable birdies would undertake to show the viewing public a tape of the testimony, on March 14, of Carl Sagan, who tends increasingly to view himself as The World’s Foremost Authority, and Richard Perle, assistant secretary of defense. Carl Sagan was the first witness, Richard Perle the second. Carl Sagan is henceforward qualified to testify on what cruel and unusual punishment feels like.

The forum was a joint meeting between two congressional subcommittees with names so cumbersome one begrudges them the space they take up. But, for the record, they were: the Subcommittee on Energy and the Environment of the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, chaired by Representative Morris Udall, D-Ariz.; and the Subcommittee on Natural Resources, Agricultural Research and Environment of the House Committee on Science and Technology, chaired by Representative James Scheuer, D-N.Y.

The question being probed is the policy implications of nuclear winter. Nuclear winter—the thesis that the detonation of XYZ plus one nuclear bomb will freeze all growth for six months, bringing on the probable extermination of all human and vegetable life—is the favorite adopted son of Carl Sagan, among other reasons because it permits him to engage in the kind of eschatological melodrama that brings orgasmic delight to those who want to tell us how awful a nuclear war would be (as if we didn’t know). In any event, the congressional committees wanted to know what should we do, now that we know about nuclear winter.

Carl Sagan gave a half hour’s performance so arrogant he  might have been confused with, well, me. He graded such reports as he had seen on the subject of how should our policies adapt to nuclear winter as warranting “a grade of D” if submitted to him as a functioning professor. He said that we were going to get nowhere in Geneva because we are sending people over there who don’t believe in disarmament. He suggested that Ronald Reagan and his team at the Department of Defense were concealing two reports that were politically embarrassing (the so-called Cadre Report and the Palomar Report). He suggested that Soviet officials and U.S. officials should meet in a single barn and hand over the atomic fission devices that set off hydrogen bombs to an agent who would then send them for detoxification to nuclear energy plants. He brushed off his single critic on the panel, Representative John McCain, R-Ariz., by saying that McCain couldn’t point to one disarmament treaty Reagan had favored.

Along came Richard Perle, who delivered about six haymakers, one after the other. He said that for all Sagan’s talk about the United States wanting more and more weapons, we had reduced our stockpile during the past fifteen years by 8,000 warheads, while the Soviet Union had increased its stockpile by more than 8,000 warheads. Our megatonnage today, compared to then, is 25 percent less. We have outstanding two proposals for sharp reductions of arms, to which the Soviet Union has not responded. We have suggested the elimination of all intermediate-range missiles. The idea that a Soviet official will turn over triggering devices on a one-for-one basis is one of those academic fantasies that should stay in the academy or go to Disneyland.

But—most important—Richard Perle said that in fact nuclear winter doesn’t have any policy implications not already dominant in our strategic policy, because it is the objective of that policy to avoid nuclear war. And if nuclear war is avoided, then the danger of detonating XYZ plus one missiles reduces. Moreover, since it is known that nuclear winter would come more quickly if explosions took place over cities, then isn’t it wise to continue research into Star Wars? Our strategic policy, said Perle, is to concentrate on military targets, not cities—and this is so not because of nuclear winter, but because of people. We have no appetite, in our deterrent strategy, to hit people rather than military targets, for reasons unrelated to nuclear winter.

And then, finally, a dazzling challenge: Was Carl Sagan saying that in the event Star Wars proved feasible, we should not deploy it?

The logic of Carl Sagan’s position is that we should engage in unilateral nuclear disarmament. He doesn’t come out and say this —indeed, he dodges questions on the matter—but that is the subtle hierarchy being insinuated by the unilateralists: namely, that nuclear winter is more to be feared than Soviet hegemony, and therefore we must give up our arsenal. Richard Perle—and Ronald Reagan—tell us we can do better. We can avoid both Soviet hegemony and nuclear winter, as we have done for forty years now.
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Jesse on My Mind

MAY 25, 1985

 




For thoughtful people it is a cliché that true equality is exhibited only when you permit yourself to get as mad at a minority member as you would at a fellow fraternity member. On reflection, the clearest sign of the enduring discrimination of white people in America against black people in America is our toleration of Jesse Jackson. If he were a blue-blooded WASP, he would be treated with the contempt appropriately shown for the Reverend William Sloane Coffin, a contempt made possible not because of any lack of recognition of his many talents as an orator and organizer, but the special contempt by which democracies effectively stigmatize those who dwell in cuckooland. They simply disappear from public sight, going off to live more or less permanently in the fever swamps, where they mix with one another as the junkies used to do in Goa. There David Dellinger dwells ... and Daniel Berrigan ... and Timothy Leary, Jane Fonda ...

Oh, but Jesse Jackson is a black leader. It is pointed out that he was the first member of his race to run for President of the United States, which proves what? So did Lyndon LaRouche run for president, and if that man is not nuts, I am Napoleon. Ah, they will say, but Jesse Jackson got 465 votes from the delegates in San Francisco. To which the appropriate response is that all he proved was that a black man will win a lot of black votes, and that he is one hell of an orator, which was true of Gerald L. K. Smith, who was probably an even finer orator, and was a racist mess. Jesse Jackson so intimidated the San Francisco Democrats that they couldn’t even muster the resolution to vote a denunciation of anti-Semitism, for fear of offending Jackson, the anti-Zionist assembly and, one supposes, Jesse’s noisy fan Louis Farrakhan.

During the last couple of weeks, Jesse Jackson has appeared before the European Parliament and other audiences there. He denounced Star Wars, which is OK, though he probably knows as much about Star Wars as the European Parliament knows about hominy grits. But he also denounced the Cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe, and these are the spinal column of our NATO alliance. He spoke in those hyperboles for which he is renowned. Thus, “the germ of genocide was not buried at Bitburg; it was transferred to Johannesburg.” Catch that, now. The entire Jewish-American world was convulsed when President Reagan said that the young SS buried in Bitburg were “as much the victims” of Hitler as the victims of the Holocaust. That trivialized the Holocaust, they wailed; and they had a point. Along comes someone who says that Buchenwald was no different from life in South Africa—where are the protests? You are getting the point. They don’t protest because he’s merely a black preacher saying dumb things.

He returns to this country and addresses a rally in New York commemorating the Vietnam War. “Our only joy is that the military occupation of that land is over,” he says about a country (Vietnam) more heavily militarized than any other country on earth, from which 650,000 boat people have fled, a figure exceeded only by the number of blacks that have immigrated to South Africa. He goes on to Chicago, where he tells an interviewer that “the same forces that are anti-Semitic in the morning, by three o’clock of that same day manifest their anti-blackness”—one of those runny slurs freighted with meaninglessness.

But why go on? Jesse Jackson is the man who toasted Fidel Castro and the memory of Che Guevara, two totalitarians, one of them a sadist to boot. Jesse Jackson has become what we used to call a fellow traveler. Whatever foreign line Moscow takes, Jesse Jackson is now taking. His toleration of rank anti-Semitism in his entourage is a matter of record. His endorsement of totalitarian trends here and abroad is documented. Why is he always at center stage?

Because he is black. And because, being black, he has a large following, which following backs him as slavishly as white racists  once backed Senator Bilbo and “Cotton Ed” Smith. But as long as he moves about with the immunity that now protects him from the kind of ostracism he has so diligently earned, then one can say with meaning: There is true condescension in America for the black, and that condescension is strongest among the elite. Jesse Jackson couldn’t be elected squad leader by American hardhats. But the media elite, they patronize him. They figure he’s just being a little uppity, and what do you expect?
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Cuomitis

JANUARY 23, 1986

 




Mario Cuomo, Governor of New York, seems to be saying that there is so much anti-Italian prejudice in America he has no choice but to contend with it by running for president and getting elected. Oh, yes, and if he runs for president and isn’t elected, why, that means he was right the whole time, there’s a huge anti-Italian prejudice out there.

It’s an odd thing to talk about anti-Italian prejudice in the most influential state of the Union in which the governor is of Italian descent and a Democrat, and one of the two senators is of Italian descent and a Republican. The second senator is of Irish descent.

Ah, Mario would say, but New York is different. To which observation the balance of the country would no doubt say, Thank God. But in fact New York State is two demographic realities: New York City and upstate. And Mr. Cuomo did well in both regions. If he were nominated for president by the Democratic Party, the following is a pretty safe bet, namely that more voters would vote for him merely because he is of Italian descent than would vote against him because he is of Italian descent.

Mario Cuomo’s sensitivity is something of a phenomenon. Sensitivity is in many respects an admirable human trait, but it can paralyze one’s judgment. A fine example of this is the now famous statement by Mr. Cuomo that there is no such thing as the Mafia. To suggest that there is, is to engage in anti-Italian defamation. Presumably all those people who shoot each other and get electrocuted simply adopted Italian names to confuse us. Mr. Cuomo sometimes seems to be implying that to concede the existence of a  Mafia, membership in which is predominantly Italian-American, is the same thing as suggesting that all Italian-Americans are members of the Mafia.

His hypersensitivity causes the governor to make gross gestures every now and then. Joseph Sobran, the syndicated columnist, last spring stoutly defended President Reagan’s decision to go to the cemetery at Bitburg. This defense caused a cartoonist in Albany to depict Sobran as a Gestapo guard at a Nazi concentration camp, a vile act of polemical aggression. Because Governor Cuomo had smelled anti-Italian prejudice in one of Sobran’s columns, he picked up the telephone and congratulated the cartoonist. Last week, after Governor Cuomo had courageously recommended clemency for a thoroughly reformed convict who has served eighteen years for a crime he might well not even have committed, the governor ran into protesters, one of whom carried a banner, KILL A COP, GET PAROLED BY THE WOP. One hopes no public official will think to call that protester to congratulate him on his eloquence.

“His is a classic case of St. Mario’s paranoia,” commented Roger Ailes, the bright Republican media consultant. “I think he’s quite a disturbed man. It’s beyond being thin-skinned. He always has to invent a moral crusade to justify his out-of-control ambition to be president. We’re all heathens and his job on earth is to save us, and that’s what he’s doing here.”

One hopes Mr. Cuomo will not now accuse Mr. Ailes of anti-Italian prejudice. If he does, he will need simultaneously to account for the fact that Mr. Ailes is right now managing the reelection campaign of Senator Alfonse D’Amato, who is not a member of the Mafia, who supported President Reagan’s visit to Bitburg but is not pro-Nazi. All these things need to get said nowadays if the mere mention of the Mafia as primarily an Italian-American organization induces the governor to tell you that a) the Mafia doesn’t exist, and anyway, b) it isn’t primarily Italian-American.

Granted, it is easy to be called a racist. Such black leaders as Benjamin Hooks and Jesse Jackson regularly say it of the President of the United States. At a trial a few weeks ago, a cuckoo lawyer turned to me and asked darkly whether in using the term “a white lie” I had intended anti-black insinuations. One can’t  deny that there is ethnic prejudice, but it tends, in America, more and more to manifest itself fraternally, rather than inimically. More Italians, as I have suggested, tend to vote for the Italian candidate than Irish or Jewish or Hispanic tend to vote against a candidate because of his Italian ancestry.

If Mr. Cuomo runs for president, I shall pray that he will be defeated, but in doing so I shall conceal from Providence the knowledge that he is an Italian-American. God’s anti-Italianism, as we know, has reached such limits that he had to go all the way to Poland to find a pope.
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Black Thought, Black Talk

JULY 9, 1987

 




Listen carefully, I beg you, to these two or three sentences written by an English teacher (C. Webster Wheelock) in Manhattan and published as a part of an essay in The  New York Times on our “Shrinking Language.” They teach more than most of the rhetoricians you will hear from now to the end of the year.

“I recently sat through,” the teacher begins, “a graduation ceremony in which one of the speakers used the adjective ‘incredible’ four times and its synonym ‘unbelievable’ once. Why did he appear to suggest by his choice of language that the accomplishments in question went beyond the laudable to the improbable? And why did all of us listening to him easily and automatically discount the value of the expressions he had selected? The answer lies in the steady erosion of power in an important part of our language over recent decades.”

The English teacher is concerned over implausible raves. They are the treacly counterpart of their opposite, which are implausible negatives—except that these do more damage because they are built on bile. What Senator Edward Kennedy said last week about the nomination of Robert Bork as an associate justice of the Supreme Court should drum him out of the councils of civilized men engaged in democratic exchange. It will take more than just one book by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., to clean up this act.

“Robert Bork’s America,” said Senator Kennedy, quoted in large type in the issue of The New York Times published the day before the lesson from the English teacher, “is a land in which women would be forced into back-alley abortions, blacks would sit  at segregated lunch counters, rogue police could break down citizens’ doors in midnight raids.”

Now either Senator Kennedy was drunk when he uttered these lines, in which case he should not drink before he drives or orates, or else he has proved as irresponsible as any demagogue in the recent history of the United States. It is hard to imagine anyone in this century—Bilbo, Smith, McCarthy, Coughlin—coming up with charges so withered in distortion and malice.

Consider the question of abortion. If Bork voted to reverse Roe v. Wade, he would need four other judges whose consciences instructed them that it was a bad constitutional decision. Does it then follow that women would be forced into back-alley abortions ? Only if the solid majority of the American people went on to write anti-abortion laws. Kennedy knows as well as Planned Parenthood that that would not happen. To withdraw the license of Roe v. Wade is not to illegalize abortion.

And why would blacks sit at segregated lunch counters? Where has Robert Bork defended Jim Crow? He was always opposed to state laws enforcing racial segregation, which is different from upholding the right of the state to prescribe conduct—though even on this point, libertarian Bork is at one these days with the overwhelming majority of the voters who would kick out of office anyone suggesting any return to Jim Crow even privately administered in one’s own hot dog stand.

What has Bork said that would give to rogue police the right to break down citizens’ doors in midnight raids? And while we are at it, when police do break down citizens’ doors in midnight raids, what is there inherently to convince us that they are rogue police? Might they be answering a woman’s cry against a rapist or a murderer ? And what other four Supreme Court justices, and what fifty state legislatures, are going to start a campaign to give license to rogue police?

But this is heady business, this victimology by which some irresponsible men and women prosper. Benjamin Hooks, the head of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, who fancies himself engaged in the promotion of toleration in America, proclaims that Bork “would in effect wipe out all of our gains of the past thirty years.”

That would be an extraordinary commission. Somebody  should inform Teddy Kennedy and Ben Hooks that Bork is not being nominated dictator of a brand-new country; that not one Supreme Court decision has overthrown a single one of the one hundred decisions Bork has written in his five years as a federal judge; and that if, in their nightmare, he were nominated and approved as dictator, Robert Bork would not wish to transform the face of America in the image of Hieronymus Bosch. The voters should be reminded that such as Kennedy and Hooks are heavily engaged in attempting to transform a land of civil and vigorous discourse into a republic of slander. And that slander, which includes the abdication of reason and conscience, is, as Orwell taught, the road to totalitarianism. Kennedy’s vituperation of Bork is in a class with Goebbels’s vituperation of the Jews.
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Excavating the Titanic

AUGUST 14, 1987

 




Senator Lowell Weicker, I kid you not, has gulled the Senate of the United States into passing a bill the relevant section of which reads: “Notwithstanding any other provision of law, no object from the R.M.S. Titanic may be imported into the customs territory of the United States for the purpose of commercial gain after the date of enactment of this act.”

The day’s news tells us that the French expedition that has been exploring the Titanic for several weeks has fingered the ship’s strongbox, which it is proceeding to remove. The French fifty-four-day, $2.5 million expedition is underwritten by something called the Ocean Research Organization, a British corporation. There is also backing from an American television company. There is a lot of talk circulating, some of it to the effect that artifacts taken from the Titanic are going into a French museum. There is, one gathers, the possibility of a televised opening of the strongbox, much as was done when the safe of the Andrea Doria was opened under spectacular auspices, giving the worldwide audience an intimate view of soggy thirty-year-old low-denomination currency.

Now, one of Senator Weicker’s points is that U.S. technology discovered the location of the Titanic, and that Dr. Robert Ballard, the scientist who led the expedition that discovered the  Titanic in 1985, recommended that the ship be left undisturbed.

But why?

Eva Hart, an eighty-two-year-old survivor of the Titanic disaster, is quoted: “The grave should be left alone. They’re simply going to do it as fortune hunters, vultures, pirates.” Doing “it” means, we are to suppose, taking from the Titanic such oddments  as plates, wine bottles, jewelry, strongboxes that would otherwise remain within the vessel’s creaky carapace.

One doesn’t quite know what to make of it, and it doesn’t help at all to read the remarks of Senator Weicker when he introduced his bill. Sometimes, on reading Weicker and trying to understand him, one wishes one had rather been assigned to decipher the Rosetta stone. He told the Senate that “it is only a matter of time before the world is going to have to turn to these oceans for food and fuel.” So? So, “When the Earth does turn to the oceans for its food and its fuel, do not forget it has to be a resource that lasts millions of years rather than just a decade or two to satisfy our most immediate desires.” Well, if we promise not to forget, then what? I mean, what does that have to do with the case for leaving the Titanic intact under the water?

Senator Weicker assured his colleagues that he spoke with special qualifications on the subject—“As a proud lay member of that community, one who himself has spent days on the bottom of the ocean”—and perhaps forgot to decompress sufficiently on the way up.

Here is what troubles:1. Who told Congress it has any right to tell an American who wants a plate from the dining room of the Titanic, which an independent salvage operation pulls out and is willing to sell, that he/ she can’t have it? The plate contains no communicable germs. It is not a lethal instrument. It is not a threat to the separation of church and state. So who is Lowell Weicker to tell the American collector that he can’t be the willing buyer in dealing with a willing seller?

2. I have several times sailed over the corporal remains of the  Andrea Doria, and record that there is no difference at all in the quality of the sensation sailing over it with its safe still in place or not in place. The Titanic is two and one-half miles below the surface of the ocean, and any yachtsman passing over it will be aware that he is doing so only by taking micromeasurements on his Geographical Positioning System. It is impossible to understand exactly why he is supposed to feel different about the experience if the Titanic is missing its full inventory of kitchen equipment, which reposes now in the living rooms of collectors.

3. If the Weicker vow were to be universalized, would we need  to return to the Pyramids everything that has been taken from them? Some of the treasures from the Pyramids reside in museums, some are privately owned. Many that are now in museums were once in private hands.



I for one admire the enterprise of the consortium that is spending much of the summer retrieving from utter uselessness artifacts that, for some people, exercise an alluring historical appeal. Wouldn’t want one myself, but then I don’t collect stamps, and my collection of fatuities by Lowell Weicker is so huge I’ve run out of room.
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The Birth of BuckPac

AUGUST 16, 1988

 




Transcript of a press conference at Sharon, Connecticut, Monday August 15, 1988: Q: What is the purpose of “Buckleys for Lieberman”?

A: To generate support for the defeat of Lowell Weicker.

Q: So that it is primarily the retirement of Weicker rather than the election of Lieberman that you wish?

A: You can’t have the one without the other. As for Joe Lieberman, he is a moderate Democrat, and it is always possible that he will progress in the right direction. There is no such hope for Lowell Weicker.

Q: Why do you call your organization Buckleys for Lieberman ?

A: Within my own family there are a good many Buckleys grounded in Connecticut. An informal estimate suggests that there are about eleven thousand Buckleys in the state. Buckleys for Lieberman intends to devote its primary attention to mobilizing their support for Lieberman.

Q: What do you propose to do about Buckleys who advise you they are for Weicker, not for Lieberman?

A: That matter will be referred to the Committee on Genealogy. It is entirely possible that there are, in Connecticut, persons who call themselves “Buckley” whose birth certificates would not bear out any such presumption.

Q: You mean to say you would challenge the legitimacy of a Buckley who announced his intention of voting for Weicker?

A: This is a very serious business. The future of self-government depends on retiring such as Weicker from the Senate. Correction, there is no such thing as “such as Weicker.” He is unique.

Q: How do you propose to establish that?

A: That is the responsibility of the Horse’s Ass Committee.

Q: The what?

A: The Horse’s Ass Committee.

Q: What are its purposes?

A: To document that Lowell Weicker is the Number One Horse’s Ass in the Senate. The committee, which is engaged in research, is absolutely confident that it will win any challenge, from anywhere, nominating any other member of Congress: Lowell Weicker will emerge as the winner.

Q: Just how do you define a ... horse’s ass?

A: Oh, you know. The kind of person who says dumb things dully, you know ...

Q: Well, what kind of research is the ... committee you speak of engaged in?

A: Researching the speeches and public utterances of Lowell Weicker over the past eighteen years. We have a few specimens ready for release at this time, but many, many more will be made public by the Degasification Committee.

Q: Excuse me?

A: Oh, yes. Well, the Degasification Committee is engaged in attempting to clean up the quality of public thought, and intends to demonstrate that the bombast, murk, and pomposity of Lowell Weicker’s public declarations are a threat to democratic ecology. Hence the need for a Degasification Committee.

Q: Does the Buckleys for Lieberman Committee intend to do any active work beyond research?

A: Oh my, yes. We have already formed a political action committee. The BuckPac. Contributions will be solicited from all Buckleys, state by state.

Q: Are you limiting financial contributions to people called Buckley?

A: No. Special membership goes to all Buckleys, whether Buckley is the surname, the maiden name, or the Christian name. There have already been inquiries from out-of-state Buckleys. Some of these will send money to BuckPac. Others actually plan to  immigrate to Connecticut, become residents, and vote for Lieberman.

Q: Well, what happens when you run out of Buckleys?

A: Our Ethnographic Committee is compiling the names of Connecticut residents that appear most frequently in the telephone directories. We propose to encourage the formation of coordinate committees. You will not be surprised, I am sure, to know that “Smith,” “Jones,” “Gomez,” “Guttman,” and “Rosselli” are among the top forty in frequency that appear in the Connecticut phone books. But we do not propose to neglect any citizen of Connecticut, even those with unusual, not to say unique, names. Our strategic objective is a committee representing every surname in any Connecticut phone book, taking the civic lead from Buckleys for Lieberman, to help in the campaign to liberate Connecticut, and Congress, from Lowell Weicker.

Q: Does the committee have an address?

A: Indeed. It is P.O. Box 1464, Sharon, Connecticut 06069.

Q: And officers?

A: Of course. William F. Buckley, Jr., is president. Christopher T. Buckley is vice president. Priscilla L. Buckley is secretary-treasurer. James W. Buckley is chairman of the Horse’s Ass Committee. Mrs. Jane Buckley Smith is head of the Genealogy Committee. James Buckley Heath is head of the Ethnographic Committee. And Bruce Buckley Smith is head of the Degasification Committee. Other appointments will be announced in due course. Regular press releases will be issued. Good day.
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Lenny Explains

NOVEMBER 1, 1988

 




Whee!—just like that. On Sunday morning, Leonard Bernstein called out loud in The New York Times on Mike Dukakis to stop all this silence about the L-word and come right out with it. “I dreamed I heard Michael S. Dukakis say, ‘I am proud to be called a liberal.’ ” And, hours later, Mr. Dukakis said just that. For the very first time, after more than one year’s campaigning. Leonard Bernstein is a happy man today.

Now in the course of stamping his foot in protest against Mr. Dukakis’s coyness on the subject of liberalism, Mr. Bernstein informed the readers about what liberalism really is and how close we have come in America to losing it. “George Washington was a revolutionary, as were Jefferson and Franklin.... All these forefathers were therefore liberals.” Well, as a matter of fact, these gentlemen were not really revolutionaries; they were secessionists. And none of them was a liberal in the sense in which the word is currently used. Jefferson is the man who said that government is good which governs least.

The liberals are mad not only at the failure of Dukakis et al. to use the L-word, they are also mad at the depreciation of the word. “‘Liberal,’” says Mr. Bernstein, “is a word soiled by the greedy, reactionary, backward-looking impulse toward tyranny.” Gee whiz. That means Ronald Reagan is all those things, a lot more. But one must render this in the florid language of the same man who does so much with a Mahler symphony. He sees himself with 110 players bending to his inspiration when he writes.

“Tyranny? In our free, beautiful, democratic republic? Yes. It is possible, and even probable, which is why we must constantly  guard against it. Tyranny assumes many forms. To tax the factory workers and the outright poor so that the rich can get richer is tyranny. To call for war at the drop of a pipeline ... to teach jingoistic slogans about armaments and Star Wars,” etc. (there is much more ornamentation in the original), “these are all forms of tyranny.”

Mr. Bernstein tells us the nearest we ever got to tyranny was in the days of Senator Joe McCarthy. He does not, in his feverish essay, devote one sentence to discussing tyranny under communism or the efforts of those who have labored to contain that tyranny. That’s their problem, that lack of focus—the kind of thing that led Jimmy Carter to warn against our “inordinate fear of communism” at about the time genocide was going on in Cambodia.

The most agitated Leonard Bernstein has been throughout his public lifetime was in January 1970. He threw a big cocktail party for the Black Panthers in New York. The Panthers, you will recall, were a group of revolutionaries whose planted axiom was that the United States was racist, unjust, and had to be destroyed. Their leader rejoiced over the assassination of Robert Kennedy, featuring a picture of him lying in a pool of his own blood, his face transformed to the likeness of a pig. At Mr. Bernstein’s luxurious apartment his guests were lectured by Black Panther Donald Cox, who began by announcing that if business didn’t provide full employment, then the Panthers would simply take over the means of production and put them in the hands of the people, to which prescription Mr. Bernstein’s reply was, “I dig absolutely.”

You get the sinking feeling that Lenny does not realize that one of the reasons the L-word is discredited is that it was handled by such as Leonard Bernstein over the years with his dislocated perspectives. The liberals were easy prey for the Black Panthers. Tom Wolfe caught it all definitively when he wrote about “mau-mauing the flak catchers”:There was one genius in the art of confrontation who had mau-mauing down to what you could term a laboratory science. He had it figured out so he didn’t even have to bring his boys downtown in person. He would just show up with a crocus sack full of revolvers, ice picks, fish knives, switchblades,  hatchets, blackjacks, gravity knives, straight razors, hand grenades, blow guns, bazookas, Molotov cocktails, tank rippers, unbelievable stuff, and he’d dump it all out on somebody’s shiny walnut conference table. He’d say, “These are some of the things I took off my boys last night ...”




And the nubile liberals would do their little shuffle, digging it all, as Lenny digs liberalism. But he will go back to music soon, as Michael Dukakis will go back to the John F. Kennedy school of government.
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Eight Down, ? To Go

OCTOBER 8, 1991

 




Liz’s eighth was fittingly vulgar. The helicopters buzzed about, one parachutist tried to break in from the heavens above, and the wedding was hosted by Michael Jackson (details courtesy of Liz Smith) “formally attired in a dinner jacket, with a large diamond pin at his throat instead of black tie. He wore another diamond medal on his chest and bright silver boots.” The father-of-the-bride who gave Liz away is almost thirty years junior to the bride, who stepped forward to marry the groom, twenty years her junior. He was in turn accompanied by best man, hairdresser José Eber, “wearing his customary trademark straw hat, dyed black to match his tuxedo for the occasion.” The chimpanzee that was to have brought in the wedding ring did not turn up. Bad chimpanzee! Did he have no sense of the occasion?

Liz was dressed in a $30,000 yellow floor-length Valentino, giving her one more wedding dress to add to her swelling collection. The guests were kept waiting (a Taylor trademark) and became very nearly mutinous at an odd sign of austerity in the bacchanalia, to wit the word that went quietly: No booze until after the ceremony. I mean, it was now 6:13! Can you imagine, 6:13 and no booze at a Hollywood extravaganza? You’d think Major Barbara had arrived by parachute with a squadron from the Salvation Army. But, finally, the bride and groom were together and the officiator, “non-denominational Minister Marianne Williamson,” began the ceremony, with, understandably, carefully selected words:

“Elizabeth is literally God’s gift to you for your healing and her healing.” One searches for the meaning here, but perhaps the  reference is to Elizabeth’s having met the construction worker at Betty Ford’s clinic where both were in for alcohol-drug treatment. The minister went on, “Elizabeth and Larry and you guests understand that so much of the illusion that is happening here right now has nothing to do with the meaning of this ceremony. We invite the power of God to enter us.” I believe in an omnipotent God, and only for that reason therefore believe He was able to penetrate the ceremony (if He were one shade less omnipotent, He would not have made it). Williamson went on, “As you join together, from this point on nothing will be experienced alone.” Nothing has ever been experienced alone by Elizabeth. “Through the grace of God we may love more deeply than we have ever loved before.”

That is quite a challenge, for those who remember, e.g., Elizabeth’s love for Mike Todd and for others here and there in the course of her nuptial parade. There are, to be sure, those who are skeptical about the uniqueness of Larry Fortensky. One guest, Stella Barraza, commented to The New York Times’s Seth Mydans: “She is a legend and she’s still around after all these years and she’s still every bit as beautiful. But I don’t really think this one is going to last. He’s so much younger. It’ll be Number Nine in no time at all, you watch.” Mr. Fortensky is indeed only thirty-nine, and one has to conjecture that the love Elizabeth feels for him is biological, which raises the interesting question, Why was marriage necessary? They could have continued to keep house together and saved the expense of the wedding, the innocent will speculate.

But you see, the wedding was a smash economic success. “Earnings from the access has been estimated in the press at millions of dollars,” writes Mr. Mydans, referring, one supposes, among other sources of revenue to what People mag paid for photo exclusives. How the rest was raised we don’t know. One assumes that Nancy Reagan and Gerald Ford weren’t charged admission at the gate, but then—how? “Much of that money, the reports say, is to be donated to AIDS research, a cause to which Miss Taylor has devoted considerable effort.” Miss Taylor might have done more for AIDS if she had taken greater pains to obscure her life-style. After all, AIDS is communicated primarily by  self-indulgence, and Elizabeth hasn’t left any fingerprints in the annals of self-denial.

There is something there that repels about using hallowed ceremonies, which weddings are, as a kind of cookie-cutting assembly line for serial marriage. It is one thing when a couple discovers a deep incompatibility, and sets out again, even a third time, in search of a happy life. Elizabeth Taylor has been the model of self-indulgence. Her latest, to someone manifestly incongruous in age and background, is one more log added to the bonfire of cynicism. Perhaps I feel especially on the subject, given that she and I both were first married on the same day, in 1950.
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Count Me Out

OCTOBER 16, 1990

 




The widow of John Lennon asked rather more, in the memory of her late husband, than some of us are willing, let alone anxious, to give, however much we regret the tragic circumstances of his passing. John Lennon was a source of inspiration to many people (including my son), and as has wisely been counseled, it is unwise to insert oneself in other people’s religious quarrels. But Yoko Ono asked not merely that Lennonites celebrate Lennonism, but that all of us do.

I am reminded of the clerk at the London pub who read and reread, quaffing his curiosity along the way, the personal ad that asked for volunteers for a two-year trip up the Congo River, the payment for the entire period 100 pounds, with the warning that the probability of death or pestilence was very high. After his fifth rereading and fifth beer, he called the telephone number given, carefully spelled his name, gave his address, and announced that he was not volunteering to go on the trip.

You see, Yoko wanted the whole world—every radio station, in every country—to sing out, at a given hour, the song “Imagine,” nominating it in effect as a kind of international anthem. Now I do not know the melody of “Imagine,” but I have the lyrics in front of me, and what it amounts to is a kind of Bible, as written by the sorcerer’s apprentice.



Imagine there’s no heaven  
It’s easy if you try  
No hell below us  
Above us only sky






Imagine all the people  
Living for today.



I venture to say that those who imagine in that direction ought to make every effort to restrain themselves. The homilies of John Lennon have a hard time up against those of Christ, who spoke the words “Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.”

It is quite difficult to understand Mr. Lennon’s point in wishing that all that life stands for is the present moment, today. And the notion that there is only sky above us suggests a kind of ethereal vapidity that is downright depressing. And what are we to say about the word “heavenly” if heaven doesn’t exist?

It is hard to say the song gets worse, because there is hardly anything worse than to think that John Lennon is a mere memory, rather than a companion of the angels. But the second verse asks us—


Imagine there’s no countries  
It isn’t hard to do  
Nothing to kill or die for  
And no religion too  
Imagine all the people  
Living life in peace.



Well, we certainly want to imagine a world in which everyone lives in peace, but you see, that is only possible in a world in which people are willing to die for causes. There’d have been peace for heaven knows (assuming heaven existed) how long in the South, except that men were willing to die to free the slaves, and Hitler would have died maybe about the time John Lennon did, at Berchtesgaden, at age ninety-one, happy in a Jewless Europe. There have got to be reasons that even affected John Lennon to prefer one country over against another. I happen to know this to be the case, since a long time ago he asked me to help him get papers permitting him to live in the United States, rather than in Great Britain.

More?


Imagine no possessions  
I wonder if you can  
No need for greed or hunger  
A brotherhood of man  
Imagine all the people  
Sharing all the world.



No, thanks, I don’t want to imagine a world in which Yoko doesn’t possess the goods that John left her, with which possessions she is capable of exercising a great deal of charity, though not so profusely as to leave her penniless, and a public charge.

The person who invented heaven passed along a commandment ordaining that one must not covet other people’s goods, and most thoughtful social philosophers agree that property is an important basis, indeed probably the most important basis, of human freedom.

So it goes, and the chorus of “Imagine” is—well, it is too subversive to appear in family reading matter.






10

The Perils of Perotocracy

JUNE 12, 1992

 




We may soon need a constitutional amendment that reads: “No American citizen, irrespective of race, color, religion, or previous condition of servitude, shall have the right to vote for the office of President of the United States.”

I speak of the ongoing campaign of Ross Perot and specifically of his most recent appearance on the Today show, from which two specimens.

On the subject of presidential debates: He is for them. But “we’re not talking about debates where newscasters ask you a question. We’re talking about the old college debate where you stand out there all alone without thirteen handlers and jocks sitting down there signing you, telling you when to talk and when not to talk. The point is we’re talking about real debates on real issues. ... I would not have any interest at all in one of these, you know, blow-dried guys sitting there asking all three of us questions in a pompous way. Now, let’s just get in the ring, get it on.”

That sounds terrific. Provided you do not pause to analyze what he actually says:1. In the presidential debates, beginning with Nixon-Kennedy, there have never been any “handlers” sitting there advising their candidate what to answer to a question. The candidates have always appeared on their own.

2. In college debates, and indeed in all debates, strict time limits are imposed, necessarily so.

3. In every presidential debate since 1960, real issues have been dealt with and tough questions have been asked.

4. Going back two presidential races, we have had the following moderators and interrogators asking questions of the candidates : Jim Lehrer, Peter Jennings, John Mashek, Bernard Shaw, Ann Compton, Andrea Mitchell, Margaret Warner, Edwin Newman, Georgie Anne Geyer, Marvin Kalb, Morton Kondracke, Henry Trewhitt, Barbara Walters, Diane Sawyer, Fred Barnes, and James Wieghart. I don’t know whether any of the above blow-dry their hair, and don’t much care. I do know that they didn’t ask pompous questions.



One is drawn to the conclusion that a pompous question is a question Ross Perot can’t answer, which makes just about every question pompous.

Or consider Mr. Perot on the question of abortion.

“When the dust clears, it’s a woman’s choice. Each human life is precious. We should not create a human life unless we want to create it. It is absolutely irresponsible for thinking, reasoning human beings to thoughtlessly create a human life they don’t want.”

Every viewer is supposed to get from the above a little tingly feeling of satisfaction, the pro-choice people because he says it’s up to the woman, the pro-life people because he says nice things about fetuses.

But analysis needs to set in. If, referring to a fetus, you use the designation “human life”—moreover, human life that is “precious” —you have laid down a philosophical plank from which there is no retreating. What we do in civilized societies is protect human lives, precisely because they are precious. But if we did that, abortion would be forbidden.

Quite right, we should not create a human life unless we want to create it, but we do. Massively. About 1.7 million last year alone. So if we should not do it, what ought to be the consequences of doing it anyway? Well, none. It is the woman’s choice.

“It is absolutely irresponsible for thinking, reasoning human beings to thoughtlessly create a human life they don’t want.” Ah, but women who conceive a baby they do not want are either a) inattentive to prophylactic detail (she hasn’t used the pill, he hasn’t used the condom) or b) she got carried away by the passion of the moment and, unlucky in love, created a “precious human life.”

What is it proposed we do about unreasoning, thoughtless  women? Well, blow-dry your hair and risk being denounced as pompous when you answer: Nothing.

That is Mr. Perot’s stand on abortion: Denounce thoughtlessness and a lack of reason, praise the precious human lives created athwart that thoughtlessness and lack of reason, and get out of the way of anybody who wants to abort for any reason. Under a Perotocracy, nothing will stand in the way of Planned Parenthood via abortion.

As an alumnus of college debating teams, permit me to say on their behalf that the kind of thing Ross Perot is getting away with wouldn’t graduate him onto the sophomore team.
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It’s a Wonderful Life

JULY 20, 1992

 




It is fortunate for Professor Galbraith that he was born with singular gifts as a writer. It is a pity he hasn’t used these skills in other ways than to try year after year to bail out his sinking boats. Granted, one can take satisfaction from his anti-historical exertions—the reader gets subversive pleasure out of his Sisyphean labors, and some wholesome pleasure from his yeomanry as a sump-pumper. Indeed his rhythm and grace recall the skills we remember as having been developed by Ben Hur, the model galley slave whose only request of the quartermaster was that he be allowed every month to move to the other side of the boat, to ensure a parallel development in the musculature of his arms and legs. I for one hope that the next time a nation experimenting with socialism or communism fails, which will happen the next time a nation experiments with socialism or communism, Ken Galbraith will feel the need to explain what happened. It’s great fun to read. It helps, of course, to suppress wistful thought about those who endured, or died trying, the passage toward collective living to which Professor Galbraith has beckoned us for over forty years, beguiling the subliterate world, here defined as those whose knowledge of what makes the world work is undeveloped.

His current conceit is that the United States has become a “culture of contentment.” His objective is to account for our failure to expand the public sector at a faster rate than we are doing.

His tone of voice, in describing the culture of contentment, is indispensable to the psychiatrist’s posture at the bedside of the patient. The reason the United States is ... stuck with its fixed ways is that we are ruled by a class of contented Americans who like it this way because this way leads to a continuation of their  contentment at the expense of the less fortunate. They manage their continuation in power by a series of political and philosophical stratagems apparent only to careful students of the knavish practices of the contented.

Now in defining the culture of contentment, Professor Galbraith has some easy and some not so easy explaining to do. His first problem is that the United States is, after all, a democracy, with a universal franchise; so that if the majority of us were agonizing in a cauldron of discontent, all we’d need to wait for is the next election. Ah! JKG thought of that, and here is the explanation: 1) Enough Americans are living off the larder of contentment to overwhelm the exploited minority. And then, 2) that minority who are discontented have no reason to believe that political action works, and accordingly they don’t bother to vote.

Then there are concrete clusters of people, and philosophical lacunae. He deals with these. The farmers, for instance. “Agriculture works well only under a widely accepted and much celebrated form of exploitation, that by the farmer of himself, his family, and his immediate hired hands.” The farmers are kept docile by subsidies and by refreshing the working class as required, inasmuch as we all see “the need for the resupply or, less agreeably, for keeping some part of the underclass in continued and deferential subjection.” The thing to remember is that they are not in revolt against their revolting work.

And then we have Social Security, which brings a measure of contentment to the aging: thus are they pacified into accepting the status quo.

The manufacturing class is pacified by our longtime program of heavy weaponry, done to satisfy our paranoiac concern over world communism and its alleged appetite to control the world. Billions of dollars were spent and are being spent on useless military armament, the only purpose of which expenditure is to enrich the contented class. How did this come about, given the anti-military tradition of post-World War I America? Simple: “Weapons expenditure, unlike, for example, spending for the urban poor, rewards a very comfortable constituency ... Until World War II, the fortunately situated in the United States, the Republican Party in particular, resisted military expenditures, as they then resisted all government spending. In the years since, the presumed worldwide communist menace, as frequently it was designated [Correction. It wasn’t designated as a “presumed worldwide menace,” but as a “worldwide menace”], brought a major reversal: those with a comfortable concern for their own economic position became the most powerful advocates of the most prodigal of military outlays.” In other words, the rich decided it would pay off to have huge military war expenditures. Communism was convenient. It remains unclear why fascism wasn’t convenient for the same reasons twenty years earlier.

Mr. Galbraith moves on to absorb phenomenon after phenomenon, his responsibility being rather like that of the Marxist scholar to integrate any event into the grand ideological picture. About the savings and loan fiasco he is at his most indignant. He grooves the scandal into his syllabus by nice little evasions. “The once modest insurance of deposits by the Federal Government was raised to $100,000 on each S&L account. The selective view of the role of the state was never more evident. The foregoing changes were variously enacted or instituted mainly in the early 1980s. They set the stage for what was by far the most feckless and felonious disposition of what, essentially, were public funds in the nation’s history.” As to the indictment, Mr. Galbraith is correct: the S&L bailout—a government deed—is indefensible. As to the responsibility for it, he is mischievously vague. “The foregoing changes were variously enacted or instituted mainly in the early  1980s. ” The relevant changes were the suspension of Regulation Q, which limited the powers of S&Ls to pay interest; and the rise from $50,000 to $100,000 in deposits protected. Both these measures were taken by the Carter Administration in 1980. Unless “the early 1980s” translates to “1980,” Mr. Galbraith is guilty of misrepresentation. Few scholars would word such a sentence as, “Pearl Harbor took place in the early 1940s.”

And so on. The reason we have a volunteer military is? That the contented find that on the whole it is safer not to join the military than to join it—so why not pay others to do so? (This does not explain the number of otherwise contented young men who apply to go to West Point and Annapolis, but never mind.)

Everything, in a word, is organized around the idea of satisfying the contented class, including such conformity of, thought as issues from the modern corporation. Mr. Galbraith has been trying to kill off the big corporation ever since The New Industrial State, in which he exaggerated the powers of the “technostructure” in order to establish that big business runs America. This insight America has never discovered, behaving most disobediently by bankrupting hypothetically invincible businesses.

Where Mr. Galbraith gets ugly, and I need to say this with some gravity inasmuch as I write about someone for whom I have respect and affection, is in his handling of social theorists who are inconveniently situated in his Boschean tableau. George Gilder he mentions, though almost in passing, as a bard of the social usefulness of adversity. He cites Gilder’s observation that “in order to succeed, the poor need most of all the spur of their poverty.” In the author’s hands this ceases to be a point of sociological interest, true or false: it becomes only a part of the psaltery of contentment: one more hymn praising the persistence of poverty. Professor Arthur Laffer, who was the idiomatic godfather of supply-side economics, Mr. Galbraith dismisses as though his insights were of zero interest: “It is not clear that anyone of sober mentality took Professor Laffer’s curve and conclusions seriously. He must have credit, nonetheless, for showing that justifying contrivance, however transparent, could be of high practical service.” In other words, Laffer was propelled only by his ideological anxiety to stroke a ruling class.

Where Mr. Galbraith is inexcusable in his search for disingenuousness is in his handling of Charles Murray, a meticulous scholar of liberal background whose book Losing Ground is among the social landmarks of the postwar era. His handling of Murray: “And in the mid-1980s the requisite doctrine [needed by the culture of contentment to justify their policies] became available. Dr. Charles A. Murray provided the nearly perfect prescription.... its essence was that the poor are impoverished and are kept in poverty by the public measures, particularly the welfare payments, that are meant to rescue them from their plight.” Whatever Murray’s modifications, “the basic purpose of his argument would be served. The poor would be off the conscience of the comfortable, and, a point of greater importance, off the federal budget and tax system.”

So much for the masterwork of a scholar who has wondered  diligently why the expenditure of $2.6 trillion has not done much to help the poor, and has certainly done much to hurt the poor.

John Kenneth Galbraith can’t free himself from his fixations, and it doesn’t much matter how overwhelming the evidence: he merely finds a new set of metaphors on which to hang his wardrobe, the current being the “contented” class. Nothing penetrates his comprehensive illusion. He managed, in the seventies, an entire book about China, which he visited while it was in the throes of the Cultural Revolution, in which he could find to criticize only that the Chinese smoked too many cigarettes. Ferdinand Mount, reviewing Economics and the Public Purpose in National Review in 1973, made the point that Professor Galbraith “is not an economist at all. He is a preacher, and a preacher of the most uncompromising sort. Hence his popularity. Most people have little relish for economic argument but everybody likes a good Hellfire sermon. Better still, Galbraith is irreverent, even raffish. His manner is unbuttoned, almost unfrocked.” I suspect this is the reason for his extraordinary popularity in Japan. That is good news for those who worry about Japan’s economic preeminence. Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau cited Galbraith as his favorite economist, from which moment on the economic decline of Canada began.
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I Confess

JULY 20, 1985

 




Two nights before the affair, I had not known it would take place. The woman on my right at dinner, whose husband is professionally engaged in the production of rock music, told me she had not been disposed to go to Philadelphia for “the concert,” but now she thought that if she did not go, she might in fact be passing up a historic event. With that prompting, before going out for dinner on Saturday I hooked up my VCR to catch the three-hour abbreviation of the sixteen-hour marathon, and when I got back, sat down with my wife and watched the last twenty minutes, which began with Jack Nicholson introducing Bob Dylan and his two accompanists. Jack Nicholson said that, for the finale, they had saved someone who “transcended history,” no less.

Here was an event, philanthropic in design (all proceeds would go to Africans being systematically starved by the implementation of Marxist doctrine in Ethiopia) and impulse. The show-biz aspect of the great Live Aid spectacular was not what engages the attention. It is, rather, a plight one needs to explore. Not a purely private problem. I would not write a column to explore the difficulties I experience in virtue, say, of having a sixth toe. I have become a truth-seeker in the matter of the rock culture, and my problems aren‘t, I think, unique.

1. More people tuned in on Live Aid, we are told, than tuned in on the Summer Olympics. This datum is absolutely extraordinary, given that sports have been the lingua franca of internationalism through much of recorded history, and that there is an instantly communicable excitement to a sports event (Who’s going to win?) that does not attach to a musical event, the excitement of  which comes in through a different sensory apparatus. What is being said for rock music, in effect, is that the entire world is at its feet, that the undisputed international celebrities of the world are the rock stars.

2. If this is so, then why is it that they do not appeal—well, to me? My other appetites are normal. Could it be that there is a dirty little secret no one is prepared publicly to discuss, namely that that kind of thing does not appeal to a whole lot of people who are not willing to confess their alienation from the overwhelming majority of the young?

3. “‘That kind of thing’? Come on now, Buckley, what exactly do you mean?”

Fair enough. Bob Dylan comes on stage, and on either side of him are two famous guitarists from the Rolling Stones. He last shaved, oh, three days before (Why?). He is wearing blue jeans and a scruffy T-shirt arrangement of sorts (Why? Trademark? Change trademarks?). The two guitarists arrive smoking cigarettes, which dangle from their lips for the first minute or so of the first song (Why?). Their arms are entirely bare, and they otherwise wear what looks like a stripped-down dark-colored T-shirt (Why? Heat?). Then intense concentration on Dylan, and neither I nor spouse can pick up a single word he has sung, and we frankly doubt that anyone else could (Why?). The songs were without discernible melody, the voice was whiny, with enough gravel in it to stop Jean-Claude Killy in mid-slope, the guitarists were hard to listen to (Why? Why? Why?). But we were engaged in transcending history.

Of one thing I am absolutely convinced, and that is that there is no doubting the sincerity of the rock-worshipers. I know one or two who are without affectation, and they will, in stretches of solitude, clap on their Walkmans and listen to Bob Dylan before they will listen to Vivaldi, or Verdi, or Strauss, or Cole Porter. Obviously there is a generational imbalance, and that should not surprise, whether one asks about relative young-old enthusiasm for the Rolling Stones, or relative young-old enthusiasm for Raiders of the Lost Ark.


But the totality of the mobilization of the young appears to have swept with it the not-young, and one wonders whether the capitulation of the middle-aged suggests a cultural insecurity. If all  the world thinks Picasso’s double-jawed, cockeyed dames are masterpieces, ought one to defer to universal sentiment? If one does not master rock and roll, is one closing the door on a transformative experience? Is it the equivalent of inviting color blindness? Deafness? Impotence?

Well, I have said it, and in payment for exercising the privilege of skipping the first two and a half hours of tape, I’ll make a contribution to Live Aid, reviving the movement of sticking a dime in the nickelodeon to buy five minutes of silence.

 



 



 



 



 



 



—POLICY: CONFUSIONS ABOUNDING
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Religion Scorned

MARCH 14, 1989

 




Religion has been receiving a bad press these days, calling to mind Picasso’s famous disparagement of his own work twenty years ago—is God taunting us by putting the spotlight on Jimmy Swaggart, the Ayatollah Khomeini, and John Bird Singer?

The last, for irresponsible nonwatchers of 60 Minutes, was a Mormon fanatic who got himself excommunicated from his own church, drew his family reclusively to his cabin where he stowed his wives and several thousand rounds of ammunition and more guns than General Custer had—but was killed in an exchange with federal and state troopers. His family lives on, uncorrected by experience.

Is Swaggart’s deviant lechery characteristic of evangelical Protestantism? Is Khomeini’s genocidal search for schismatics and blasphemers a correct transcription of the word of Allah? Is an excommunicated Mormon paradoxically an example of the practicing Mormon?

On the one hand there are the aberrational representatives of religion who do the damage, but there are also, of course, the nominal Christians, and they do as much damage, however little they are noticed, in part because they have become so humdrum.

A few weeks ago I was seated next to a European figure so august that ladies curtsy when they are presented to him, and he was telling the table at which he sat about the great mischief being done by the missionaries in Venezuela who move in on native tribes and totally break down their cultural order, resulting in deracination and chaos. I cleared my throat and asked which of the  Ten Commandments was responsible for bringing pandemonium to the poor Venezuelan savages.

The speaker hesitated for a moment, and said that, well, he was talking, so to speak, about the techniques used, to which the answer is of course that bad techniques are bad techniques, whether used by teachers, missionaries, lovers, or musicians, but one oughtn’t to regret teaching, or evangelizing, or sex, or music because they are here and there sometimes practiced badly. But he seemed to be saying that it is inherent in the cultures of alien people that they should be left alone; to which one can only reply, as one would have done a generation ago when Margaret Mead discovered the unfettered joys of unfettered love in Samoa, that Christianity is the hallmark of civilization, and it is an injunction of Christianity to go out in the world and teach the word of the Lord. Yes, even in the jungles of Venezuela and on the beaches of Samoa and, for that matter, the pastures of Qom.

Granted that the Ten Commandments can convulse not only Venezuelan savages, but Park Avenue socialites. “Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor”—imagine if that were to become a Zero Toleration law in Washington. One would come away with the impression that a nerve gas had frozen the vocal cords of the entire town. “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife” ... Thou shalt not what?! People for the American Way would descend upon you and insist that you were violating the First, Fourth, Fifth, and Fourteenth Amendments, the Declaration of Independence, and the Gettysburg Address if you held any such view. “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s goods” would put the Democratic Party out of business.

So there is the sense in which Christianity is a continuing revolution against the ways of man, beginning when he fled paradise. But Christianity speaks also about forgiveness, yea, even to the sinner who has sinned seventy times seven times. And that is a great deal more than the ayatollah is inclined to do, and very much more than the Incas or the Aztecs were inclined to do—or, for that matter, the fathers of the Inquisition. But the Christian religion is about how people ought to act, not how they do act, and European aristocrats ought to worry about savages who have been deprived of the knowledge of how they should act, rather than about nonsavages who know how they should act but do not do so.
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