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The Revolt Against the Establishment: God and Man at Yale at Fifty by Austin W. Bramwell [image: ]


The year 2001 marked the golden anniversary of the publication of one of the seminal books in modern American conservatism, William F. Buckley Jr.’s God and Man at Yale. Without it, one could fairly say, the conservative movement would not exist today. Soon after winning national attention with this controversial polemic, Buckley deployed his youth, charm, and intellect to unite a motley crew of cantankerous intellectuals into a viable conservative movement. Less than a generation after Lionel Trilling famously opined that “in the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition,” Buckley had in large part caused the liberal consensus to unravel.

For all its fame, however, God and Man at Yale is as noteworthy as a failure as it is as a success. Buckley’s call for Yale alumni to withhold financial support until Yale ceased to undermine her students’ faith in Christianity and the free market went almost entirely unheeded; today Yale is more secular and left-wing than ever. Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to view the book as a mere historical artifact, for Buckley’s tocsin rings as loudly today as it did then, and the controversy over the book’s argument is well worth revisiting.

So decisive has been the rout of Christianity at Yale that anyone under the age of fifty now can hardly imagine how Buckley’s book could have caused as much controversy as it did, much less why Buckley should have become at the time the object of such intense vituperation. McGeorge Bundy called Buckley a “violent, twisted, and ignorant young man,” and questioned both the “honesty of his method” and the “measure of his intelligence.” Frank Ashburn, founder of the Brooks School, called him “Torquemada, reincarnated in his early twenties,” and insinuated that he should be wearing not academic robes but those of the Ku Klux Klan. Henry Sloane Coffin, the former president of Union Theological Seminary who chaired a blue-ribbon committee to respond to Buckley’s charges, wrote snidely that Buckley, a Roman Catholic, “should have attended Fordham or some similar [Catholic] institution.”

If these attacks seem personal, that is because they were. All of the major players in the effort to discredit Buckley hailed from old-line Yale families. Many of them, including Coffin, Bundy, and Ashburn, belonged (like Buckley himself) to Skull and Bones. Charles Seymour, the president of Yale while Buckley was an undergraduate, was himself a Bonesman, while A. Whitney Griswold, the Yale president when the book was published, came from a Bones family. Buckley’s attackers thus saw themselves as custodians of a great tradition; their religion was liberal Protestant, their outlook modern, and their sensibility elitist. To them, Roman Catholicism, like Evangelical Protestantism, was the religion of the lower classes—publicly tolerated but privately derided. Buckley in consequence was not so much a Torquemada as a latter-day Alaric who, upon being invited into the very citadel of northeastern WASP prestige, had the gaucherie to question its continued legitimacy.

Part of the difficulty in understanding the controversy over God and Man at Yale is that the class distinctions that made Buckley such an unwelcome guest have become blurred since the 1960s. Students today associate religious conservatism with Establishment stuffiness, whereas in truth the leaders of the American Establishment at mid-century contemned both religious enthusiasm and religious orthodoxy. To be sure, the social prestige of men such as Bundy and Coffin could only exist within a Christian society whose mainline churches dominated the universities, and in turn, the government and the culture. Ironically, had the old Yale scions only followed Buckley’s prescriptions, they might not have seen their regime crumble around them in the 1960s. Perhaps an even greater irony is that Buckley’s urbanity and charm have made him perhaps the last living icon of the traditional high-WASP temperament.

In 1951, however, he was but a barbarian who had somehow found his way into the inner temple. His arguments in God and Man at Yale were straightforward: first, Yale was undermining students’ faith in Christianity; second, Yale was promoting economic collectivism; and third, alumni should exert their influence to reverse the course of pedagogy at Yale. His critics refused, however, to take these points at face value, but rather insisted that the book was not what it seemed. Fulminated Ashburn, “[God and Man at Yale] stands as one of the most forthright, implacable, typical, and unscrupulously sincere examples of a return to authoritarianism that has appeared. Under the guise of liberty it attacks freedom; under the guise of knowledge it denies the privilege of free investigation and dissent; under the guise of defending capitalism and religion it uses the technique of Dr. Goebbels; under the guise of academic freedom it hides the somber robes of theocracy.”

How did a book about pedagogy at Yale inspire a philippic against totalitarianism? Ashburn was not alone in leveling such charges at Buckley; every one of his critics construed the book as an attack not only on Yale, but also, despite Buckley’s professed belief in democracy and freedom, as a veiled attack on the very nature of a free society. Certainly they could not have inferred this insidious purpose from the substance of Buckley’s arguments. In reaching the book’s first two conclusions, Buckley was scrupulous almost to a fault in examining Yale department by department, professor by professor, in order to assess the effect each was having on students’ spiritual lives and political convictions. Indeed, much of the debate over the book focused not so much on questions of fact but on questions of interpretation. Buckley found that the drift of Keynesian economics was collectivist; his critics insisted that Lord Keynes merely defended the free market from itself. Buckley presupposed that Christianity entailed adherence to the orthodox tenets of the faith; his critics thought that mere interest in Christian spirituality sufficed to demonstrate the strength of religion on campus. Although in each case Buckley upheld the more rigorous view, the differences were surely not so great as to put him in the camp of Dr. Goebbels.

God and Man at Yale’s third charge—that alumni should exercise control over the teaching at Yale—was more controversial still. Buckley deconstructed the idea of academic freedom from two angles. First, pure academic freedom was a mirage, he claimed, for Yale would (quite rightly) never allow an anthropologist to teach theories of Aryan racial superiority. Thus, the question was not whether academic freedom should be restricted, but to what extent. Second, romantic notions to the contrary notwithstanding, truth does not always win out in the free marketplace of ideas. Both Italy and Germany, Buckley observed, had the option to elect democratic leaders or authoritarians, but both chose the latter rather than the former. If we indeed know that democracy is superior to totalitarianism, then we have a duty to defend and advance this truth rather than to maintain a falsely “open” question. In sum, Buckley argued, Yale should restrict academic freedom such that Christianity and political freedom always upheld.

In response, Buckley’s critics only blustered. Bundy, after falsely accusing Buckley’s father of sending a copy of God and Man at Yale to every Yale alumnus, wrote that “Mr. Buckley does not seem to know what academic freedom is” and that “he leaps from one view to another, as suits his convenience.” Never, however, did Bundy bother to define his understanding of academic freedom, nor did he respond to either of Buckley’s principal arguments for restricting academic freedom. The same went for Ash-burn: “[Buckley’s] thesis, stripped to its essentials, is that the way to academic freedom is dogmatism and that the way to save capitalism is by way of indoctrination.” Ashburn’s only follow-up, however, was purely ad hominem: “[Buckley’s] point of view [is] shared, of course, by Marshal Stalin as a staunch supporter of what millions of people sincerely call democracy.”

Ashburn and Bundy could not respond to Buckley’s arguments for the simple reason that their own position was deeply mired in contradiction. While they agreed with Buckley that Yale was or should be a Christian university, they also believed that, as Coffin put it, “[i]n the ideal university all sides of any issue are presented as forcefully as possible.” If Yale were equally open to all ideas, it could not also promote Christianity above all other comprehensive worldviews; if Yale were devoted to promoting Christianity above all other comprehensive worldviews, it could not also be equally open to all others. Buckley’s critics could defend Christianity or they could defend openness, but not both. Contrary to Bundy’s assertion, it was he and not Buckley who leapt from one view to the other, as suited his convenience.

Hindsight reveals that, as Buckley no doubt suspected, Yale’s elite preferred openness to Christianity. In the late 1960s, Yale president Kingman Brewster (who himself came from a family of Bonesmen) took liberal modernism to its logical conclusion and, finding no grounds on which to oppose violent student radicals, propitiated them, going so far as to opine at the time of the Bobby Seale trial that a black man could never get a fair trial in the United States. McGeorge Bundy, in turn, rushed to Brewster’s defense. Alas for Yale, since the Great Disruption on American campuses, the university has suffered a marked decline in prestige. Having lost its unrivaled social cachet, Yale has struggled to keep up with Harvard in becoming an elite research university and has failed to reestablish an identity for itself (other than, perhaps, as a haven for an obstreperous homosexual community).

In a sense, then, Buckley’s critics were right to infer from God and Man at Yale’s attacks on openness in the academy an attack on the open society in general. The conflict over the role of the university paralleled a conflict over the nature of American society just as much in the early 1950s as it did in the late 1960s. Buckley had a radically different understanding of the nature of totalitarianism from that of his critics. In his most notorious passage, he wrote that “the duel between Christianity and atheism is the most important in the world… [and] the struggle between individualism and collectivism is the same struggle reproduced on another level.” Elsewhere, he quoted approvingly Yale president Charles Seymour, who as late as 1937 could respond to the events in Germany by proclaiming that Yale had a duty to fight “selfish materialism” through the “maintenance and upbuilding of the Christian religion as a vital part of university life.” In other words, according to Buckley, totalitarianism arises from a philosophical denial of God which leads to a denial of any higher authority for human institutions. The state thus has absolute authority over all other institutions—family, church, market—all of which can be manipulated for the social or scientific ends of the state.

Though these comments had little to do with the central argument of the book, they set in high relief the most fundamental differences between Buckley and his critics. Ashburn and Bundy thought that the problem of totalitarianism arises not from the dominance of a secular orthodoxy, but rather from the dominance of any orthodoxy whatsoever. Their argument is familiar to the point of banality: anyone who makes an exclusive claim to the truth will then attempt to impose this truth upon everyone else. All dissent will be eliminated, to the point where a single orthodoxy is imposed, as in a one-party totalitarian government. Buckley’s understanding of a free society would require that a certain public orthodoxy—which celebrates the West’s Christian and liberal heritage—be upheld. Not only are an “open society” and the “free society” not identical; in Buckley’s view, it was the “open society” which paved the way to modern totalitarianism.

Which understanding was correct? Theory and history vindicate Buckley. Ashburn’s liberalism shares with “selfish materialism” an antipathy to markets, or at least to any claim that the state has only a limited right to interfere in the market. As in communist or fascist ideology, all institutions are understood as mere human inventions, and individuals do not have any rights apart from those granted by men. Thus, no institution or person has any authority independent of or prior to the state. Bundy, Ashburn, et al. may have objected to full-blown collectivism, but they could only do so on prudential grounds. Buckley’s “individualist” notion that the state’s authority has moral limits was alien to them.

Consequently, it was not the secular liberals with their gentlemanly theories of engagement and détente who at length brought about the defeat of communism in our time, but leaders such as Thatcher, Reagan, and Karol Wojtyla (Pope John Paul II), all of whom shared the conviction that the Soviet Union was the “evil empire” of the century just past. Without the fundamentally moral attack on communism that Bundy et al. found so apparently distasteful, its defeat would have been impossible. Interestingly, just as it took an outsider such as Buckley to reveal what was going on at Yale, so it took an outsider such as Reagan to bear witness to the true nature of communism. Only by ignoring the wisdom of this country’s secular liberal elites and taking their case directly to the people could Buckley’s and Reagan’s conservative movement have succeeded. Buckley may have first learned about the moral flaccidity of the American elite from his Yale mentor, the “Appalachians to the Rockies” American, Willmoore Kendall; but he also experienced that lack of moral resolve firsthand in the controversy over God and Man at Yale.

The only question remaining is why the WASP elites ever adopted a philosophy—that of the open society—that not only harmed their country but also undermined their very position as leaders of a Christian society. Part of the reason may have been nothing more than social snobbery. The more enthusiastic the religion of the masses became, the more modernist and liberal became that of the upper crust. This explanation, however, is not decisive, for it sometimes happens, as in the Victorian era, that the upper classes, which can always afford to flirt with libertinism, nonetheless adopt the rigorist morality of the lower or middling classes.

The best explanation may be simply that the last scions of the old-line WASP families were mediocre men. They found the philosophy of the “open society” congenial because it did not demand much of them. They preferred governance to politics, policy to ideology, and prudence to moral aspiration. Buckley offended them because he called them to a higher duty than they were prepared to assume. Little did they realize, however, that the moral capital from which they drew their authority—built by the generations of men who had founded, defended, and advanced this nation—was nearly depleted. Buckley the “barbarian” was, despite their protestations, their last, best hope to defend the heritage that they took for granted.

After half a century, God and Man at Yale remains a testament to the power of one man to stand up for the truth. Few realize today what courage it must have taken for Buckley to write such a book, knowing how much it would offend the very men who had tapped into the Yale elite. Buckley’s philosophy of “Christian individualism,” which combined a distrust of the omnicompetent state with a defense of the truths of the Judeo-Christian tradition, remains as much the core of American conservatism—and, indeed, of the American tradition—in our own time as it did in 1951. Let us hope that fifty years from now Buckley’s exemplary defense of the American patrimony will continue to inspire.


Austin W. Bramwell, currently a student at Harvard Law School, graduated from Yale in 2000. He was an Honors Fellow of the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, whose flagship journal, The Intercollegiate Review, originally published a version of Mr. Bramwell’s anniversary assessment of God and Man at Yale.








Introduction to the Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Edition by William F. Buckley Jr. [image: ]


I was still familiar with the arguments of God and Man at Yale when Henry Regnery, its original publisher, asked whether I would furnish a fresh introduction to a reissue of it. But I had not seen the book since I finally closed its covers, six months after its publication in the fall of 1951. It had caused a most fearful row and required me over a period of several months to spend considerable time rereading what I had written, sometimes to check what I remembered having said against a reviewer’s rendition of it; sometimes to reassure myself on one or another point. The prospect of rereading it a quarter century later, in order to write this introduction, was uninviting.

Granted, my reluctance was mostly for stylistic reasons. I was twenty-four when I wrote the book, freshly married, living in a suburb of New Haven and teaching a course in beginning Spanish at Yale University. I had help, notably from Frank Chodorov, the gentle, elderly anarchist, friend and disciple of Albert Jay Nock, pamphleteer, editor, founder of the Intercollegiate Society of Individualists, a fine essayist whose thought turned on a single spit: all the reasons why one should be distrustful of state activity, round and round, and round again. And help, also, from Willmoore Kendall, at that time a tenured associate professor of political science at Yale, on leave of absence in Washington, where he worked for an army think tank (“Every time I ask Yale for a leave of absence,” he once remarked, “I find it insultingly cooperative”).

Kendall had greatly influenced me as an undergraduate. He was a conservative all right, but invariably he gave the impression that he was being a conservative because he was surrounded by liberals; that he’d have been a revolutionist if that had been required in order to be socially disruptive. Those were the days when the Hiss-Chambers case broke, when Senator McCarthy was first heard from, when the leaders of the Communist Party were prosecuted at Foley Square and sentenced to jail for violating the Smith Act. That conviction greatly incensed Kendall’s colleagues, and a meeting of the faculty was called for the special purpose of discussing this outrage on civil liberties and framing appropriate articles of indignation. Kendall listened for two hours and then raised his hand to recite an exchange he had had that morning with the colored janitor who cleaned the fellows’ suites at Pierson College.

“Is it true, professor”—Kendall, with his Oklahoma drawl, idiosyncratically Oxfordized while he studied as a Rhodes scholar in England, imitated the janitor—“Is it true, professor, dat dere’s people in New York City who want to… destroy the guvamint of the United States?”

“Yes, Oliver, that is true,” Willmoore had replied.

“Well, why don’t we lock ’em up?”

That insight, Kendall informed his colleagues, reflected more political wisdom than he had heard from the entire faculty of Yale’s political science department since the meeting began. Thus did Kendall make his way through Yale, endearing himself on all occasions.

Kendall was a genius of sorts, and his posthumous reputation continues to grow; but not very long after this book was published he proposed to Yale that the matter of their mutual incompatibility be settled by Yale’s buying up his contract, which Yale elatedly agreed to do, paying over forty thousand dollars to relieve itself of his alien presence. Willmoore Kendall went over the manuscript of God and Man at Yale and, as a matter of fact, was responsible for the provocative arrangement of a pair of sentences that got me into more trouble than any others in the book. Since any collusion or suspected collusion in this book was deemed a form of high treason at Yale, I have always believed that the inhospitable treatment of Kendall (after all, there were other eccentrics at Yale who survived) may in part have traced to his suspected association with it and to his very public friendship with me (he became a founding senior editor of National Review while still at Yale).

You see, the rumors that the book was being written had got around. They caused considerable consternation at Woodbridge Hall, which is Yale’s White House. Yale had a brand-new president, A. Whitney Griswold, and he had not yet acquired the savoir faire of high office (when the controversy raged, Dwight Macdonald would comment that Yale’s authorities “reacted with all the grace and agility of an elephant cornered by a mouse”—but more on that later). I remember, while doing the research, making an appointment with a professor of economics who privately deplored the hot collectivist turn taken by the economics faculty after the war. At Yale—at least this was so when I was there—the relation between faculty and students (properly speaking I was no longer a student, having graduated in the spring) is wonderfully genial, though (again, this is how it was) there was no confusing who was the professor, who the student. I told him I was there to collect information about the left turn taken in the instruction of economics, and he reacted as a Soviet bureaucrat might have when questioned by a young KGB investigator on the putative heterodoxy of Josef Stalin. He told me, maintaining civility by his fingernails, that he would simply not discuss the subject with me in any way.

It was not so, however, in the research dealing with the treatment of religion at Yale, perhaps because I ambushed my Protestant friends. I asked the then president of Dwight Hall, the Protestant student organization, if he would bring together the chaplain and the half dozen persons, staff and undergraduate, centrally concerned with religion to hear one afternoon my chapter on religion at Yale. Everyone came. I read them the chapter that appears in this book—save only the paragraph concerning Yale’s chaplain, the Reverend Sidney Lovett. (I did not want to express even the tenderest criticism of him in his presence.) Three or four suggestions of a minor kind were made by members of the audience, and these corrections I entered. I wish I had recorded the episode in the book, because a great deal was made of the alleged singularity of my criticisms and of the distinctiveness of my position as a Roman Catholic. All that would have been difficult for the critics to say if they had known that the chapter had been read out verbatim to the half dozen Protestant officials most intimately informed about the religious life of Yale, all of whom had acknowledged the validity of my findings, while dissociating themselves from my prescriptions.

I sent the completed manuscript to Henry Regnery in Chicago in April, and he instantly accepted it for publication. I had waited until then formally to apprise the president, Mr. Griswold, of the forthcoming event. We had crossed paths, never swords, several times while I was undergraduate chairman of the Yale Daily News. The conversation on the telephone was reserved, but not heated. He thanked me for the civility of a formal notification, told me he knew that I was at work on such a book, that he respected my right to make my views known. I was grateful that he did not ask to see a copy of the manuscript, as I knew there would be eternal wrangling on this point or the other.

But a week or so later I had a telephone call from an elderly tycoon with a huge opinion of himself. William Rogers Coe is mentioned in the book. He advised me that he knew about the manuscript and had splendid tidings for me: namely, I could safely withdraw the book because he, Mr. Coe, had got the private assurance of President Griswold that great reforms at Yale were under way and that conservative principles were in the ascendancy: so why bother to publish a book that would merely stir things up? I gasped at the blend of naïveté and effrontery. But although I had observed the phenomenon I was not yet as conversant as I would quickly become with the ease with which rich and vain men are manipulated by skillful educators. As a matter of fact, men who are not particularly rich or vain are pretty easy to manipulate also.

I did attempt to make one point in a correspondence with Mr. Coe that especially bears repeating. It is this, that a very recent graduate is not only supremely qualified, but uniquely qualified, to write about the ideological impact of an education he has experienced. I was asked recently whether I would “update” this book, to which the answer was very easy: this book cannot be updated, at least not by me. I could only undertake this if I were suddenly thirty years younger, slipped past the Admissions Committee of Yale University in a red wig, enrolled in the courses that serve as ideological pressure points; if I listened to the conversation of students and faculty, participated in the debates, read the college paper every day, read the textbooks, heard the classroom inflections, compared notes with other students in other courses. For years and years after this book came out I would receive letters from Yale alumni asking for an authoritative account of “how the situation at Yale is now.” After about three or four years I wrote that I was incompetent to give such an account. I am as incompetent to judge Yale education today as most of the critics who reviewed this book were incompetent to correct me when I judged it twenty-five years ago. Only the man who makes the voyage can speak truly about it. I knew that most of my own classmates would disagree with me on any number of matters, most especially on my prescriptions. But at another level I’d have been surprised to find disagreement. Dwight Macdonald was among the few who spotted the point, though I don’t think in his piece for the Reporter on the controversy he gave it quite the emphasis it deserved. But he did say, “…Nor does Buckley claim any sizable following among the undergraduates. They have discussed his book intensively—and critically. Richard Coulson (’52) notes in the Yale Alumni Magazine that ‘it is a greater topic of serious and casual conversation than any philosophical or educational question that has been debated in quite a few years.… In contrast to many of their elders the majority has not been blinded with surprise or carried away with rage at either Buckley or the Corporation by his claim that individualism, religion and capitalism are not being propounded strongly both in and out of the classroom. The undergraduate feels that this particular observation is correct.”

Well then, if this is so, why republish God and Man at Yale in 1977, if it tells the story of Yale in 1950? The question is fair. I suppose a sufficient reason for republishing it is that the publisher has experienced a demand for it. Not, obviously, from people who desire to know the current ideological complexion at Yale—they will have to probe for an answer to that question else-where—but by whoever it is who is curious to know how one student, a Christian conservative, experienced and reacted to a postwar education at Yale University, and wants to read the document that caused such a huge fuss; and those who are curious—the purpose of this introduction, I suppose—about what, a quarter century later, the author might have to say (if anything) about his original contentions, and the reaction to them. I do have some thoughts about the arguments of this book (which I have reread with great embarrassment at the immaturity of my expression—I wish Messrs. Chodorov and Kendall had used more blue pencil) and about the sociology of the educational controversy. It is extremely interesting how people react to the telling of the truth. We all know that, but should not tire of learning even more about it. But the problems raised by God and Man at Yale are most definitely with us yet. Some of the predictions made in it have already been realized. Some of the questions are still open. Some of the arguments appear antiquarian; others fresh, even urgent.

First, something on the matter of definitions. Several critics, notably McGeorge Bundy (whose scathing article-length review in the Atlantic Monthly was adopted unofficially by Yale as its showcase defense) objected to the looseness of the terms on which I relied. Throughout the book I used a term briefly fashionable after the war, commonplace at the turn of the century, which however now has ebbed out of most polemical intercourse. It is “individualism.” I have mentioned Chodorov’s Intercollegiate Society of Individualists. Well, about ten years ago even that society changed its name (to Intercollegiate Studies Institute). The term individualism was once used as the antonym of “collectivism.” Today the preference is for more individuated terms. We hear now about the private sector. About free market solutions, or approaches. “Individualism” has moved toward its philosophic home—it always had a metaphysical usage. One would expect to hear the word nowadays from disciples of Ayn Rand, or Murray Rothbard; Neo-Spenserians. In any case, if I were rewriting the book I would in most cases reject it in preference for a broader (e.g., “conservative”) or narrower term (e.g., “monetarist”). Even so, though it is unfashionable, “individualism” is not, I think, misleading as it here appears.

Now it was very widely alleged, in the course of criticizing the book’s terminology, that the position of the authors of the economics texts cited here was misrepresented. For instance, Frank Ashburn, reviewing Gamay (the publisher’s useful abbreviation in office correspondence) in the Saturday Review, wrote: “One economist took the trouble to extract quotations out of context from the same volumes Mr. Buckley used so freely, with the result that the texts seemed the last testaments of the robber barons.” That statement puzzles me as much today as when I first read it. After all, on page 44 I had written, “All of these textbook authors take some pains to assure the student that they have in mind the ‘strengthening’ of the free enterprise system. Not one of them, I am certain, would call himself a socialist or even a confirmed collectivist. Witness, for example, [Theodore] Morgan’s eulogy [in Income and Employment].” I went on to quote Morgan:


…it is our general assumption that government should not do anything which individuals or voluntary associations can more efficiently do for themselves [p. 184].… Capitalist, or dominantly free-enterprise economies, have succeeded very well in the Western World in raising tremendously the volume of production [p. 176].… Obviously, the American public does not want a nationalized economy or a totalitarian unity. We want to give up no segment of our area of freedom unless there is clear justification [p. 177].… There are both economic and non-economic reasons for preserving a dominantly wide area of free enterprise [p. 193].



It is hard to understand how any critic, laboring the point that I had suppressed professions of allegiance to the free enterprise system by the authors under scrutiny, could do so persuasively in the face of the plain language quoted above. The technique of associating oneself for institutional convenience with a general position but disparaging it wherever it is engaged in wars or skirmishes along its frontiers is as old as the wisecrack about the man and woman who got on so splendidly during their married life, having arrived at a covenant that she would settle minor disagreements, he major: “We have never had a major disagreement,” the husband ruminates. In this textbook Mr. Morgan, having professed his devotion to the private sector, went on to call for “diminishing the inequality of income and wealth,” later revealed as a tax of 75 to 99 percent on incomes over one hundred thousand dollars; the elimination of the exemption for capital gains; confiscatory taxes on inheritance “aimed at the goal of ending transmissions of hereditary fortunes”; the nationalization of monopolies, the universalization of social security coverage; family allowances from the government; and government guarantee of full employment. The preferences of this economist would even in 1977 be viewed as left of center. In 1950 they were very far to the left of anything the Democratic Party was calling for. To suggest, as Mr. Ashburn and others did, that there was distortion in representing such as Morgan as “collectivist” is, simply, astonishing; but at another level it is consistent with the public perceptions. Frank Ashburn was a trustee of Yale when he wrote. Yale University was thought of (and still is, though to a lesser extent) as a “citadel of conservatism” (Time magazine’s phrase). Therefore what emerges to the myth-preserver as principally relevant is less the left-salients in a book like Morgan’s than the obeisances to orthodoxy. Very well. But who’s misleading whom?

Now other reviewers graduated their criticism from misrepresentation to misunderstanding. These would stress that economics is a scientific discipline; that Keynes (for instance) could no more be called a left-wing economist than Buckminster Fuller could be called a collectivist architect.

Philip Kurland, writing in the Northwestern Law Review, was emphatic on the point. He quotes with some relish a statement by the author of another book reviewed in Gamay, Professor Lorie Tarshis. “A word must be said, before we begin our analysis, about the political implications of the Keynesian theory. This is necessary because there is so much misinformation on the subject. The truth is simple. The Keynesian theory no more supports the New Deal stand or the Republican stand than do the newest data on atomic fission. This does not mean that the Keynesian theory cannot be used by supporters of either political party; for it can be, and if it is properly used, it should be. The theory of employment we are going to study is simply an attempt to account for variations in the level of employment in a capitalist economy. It is possible, as we shall see later, to frame either the Republican or the Democratic economic dogma in terms of the theory.”

This point, variously stated, was not infrequently made by reviewers. But, in fact, by the end of the 1940s the analysis of John Maynard Keynes was the enthusiastic ideological engine of the New Economics. There is documented evidence that Keynes himself was unhappy about the lengths to which “Keynesians” were going, presumably under his scientific auspices. Kurland, via Tarshis, was telling us in 1951 that Keynes was all technician. As a matter of fact even that is in dispute. It is not disputed that Keynes formulated an analytical vocabulary for addressing certain kinds of economic problems, and the universalization of this vocabulary is as much a fait accompli as the universalization of Freud. But there is continuing dispute over what it is to be “a Keynesian.” A long series was published in the sixties in Encounter magazine under the title “Are We All Keynesians Now?” One contributor to that series—to demonstrate the confusion—maintained that one could not properly qualify as a “Keynesian” unless one believed that the apparatus of the government should be used to maintain low interest rates. Others argued that Keynes had higher—indeed much higher—priorities. Richard Nixon, early in his second term, made the statement, “We are all Keynesians now.” Even in 1973 that statement shocked the orthodox. For a Republican to have said such a thing in 1950 is inconceivable—as inconceivable, to quote Professor John Kenneth Galbraith, as to have said, “We are all Marxists.” Whatever a Keynesian was, at least he was the archenemy of the balanced budget, the trademark of conservative economic thought.

It is especially significant that anti-Keynesian analyses of some gravity had been published at the time the class of 1950 graduated from Yale University. These were both technical and political. But the work of Robbins, Mises, Hutt, Anderson, Röpke—to mention a few—was not called to the attention of students of economics. The operative assumption was that the business cycle was the result of an organic deficiency in the market system and that interventionism was the only cure. We know now that the factor of the money supply looms larger in causing contraction and expansion than anyone surmised at the time. The texts reviewed in Gamay were, I am saying, heavily ideological, and “Keynesian” was the correct idiomatic word to use to describe economists who inclined to interventionist solutions for economic problems and, while at it, social problems as well.

I do not mean to give the impression that critics were united in their disdain of my analysis of economic education at Yale. Max Eastman, who had himself written books on socialist theory, was amusingly impatient, in his obstinate atheism, with the chapter on religion (“For my part, I fail to see why God can not take care of Himself at Yale, or even for that matter at Harvard. To me it is ridiculous to see little, two-legged fanatics running around the earth fighting and arguing in behalf of a Deity whom they profess to consider omnipotent”). But he was forthrightly enthusiastic about the economic section: “His second chapter, Individualism at Yale, is by contrast entirely mature. And it is devastating.” There were others, schooled in economics, who applauded the chapter, e.g., Felix Morley, Henry Hazlitt, John Davenport, Garret Garrett, and C. P. Ives.

Max Eastman’s dichotomization brings up the heated reaction to a book that professes concurrently a concern over the ascendancy of religious skepticism and political statism. I spoke earlier about a set of sentences that many critics found especially galling. When I saw the suggested formulation, written out on the margin of my manuscript in Willmoore Kendall’s bold green script, I suspected they would cause difficulty. But there was a nice rhetorical resonance and an intrinsic, almost nonchalant suggestion of an exciting symbiosis, so I let pass: “I believe that the duel between Christianity and atheism is the most important in the world. I further believe that the struggle between individualism and collectivism is the same struggle reproduced on another level.” The words “the same struggle reproduced on another level” were not originally my own. In the prolonged defense of the book I did not renounce them, in part out of loyalty to my mentor, in part, no doubt, because it would have proved embarassing to disavow a formulation published over one’s signature, never mind its provenance. But in part also because I was tickled by the audacity of the sally and not un-amused by the sputtering outrage of its critics.

They were, no doubt, particularly spurred on to lambaste the suggested nexus by their knowledge of its popularity in certain Christian-conservative circles, my favorite of them being the American Council of Christian Laymen in Madison, Wisconsin, which quoted the two sentences in its publication and then sighed, “No Solomon or Confucius or other wise man of the ages ever spoke or wrote truer words than the sentence just quoted.” It was the very first time I had been compared to Solomon or Confucius.

The widespread objection was not only on the point that to suggest an affinity between the eschatological prospects of heaven and hell and the correct role of the state in achieving full employment was something on the order of blasphemy. It was fueled by the ideological conviction of many Christian modernists that the road to Christianity on earth lies through the federal government. Although these criticisms flowed in copiously from Protestant quarters, they were on the whole most bitter in the fashionable Catholic journals; and indeed my being a Catholic itself became something of an issue.

McGeorge Bundy, in his main-event review in the Atlantic, wrote directly on the point:


Most remarkable of all, Mr. Buckley, who urges a return to what he considers to be Yale’s true religious tradition, at no point says one word of the fact that he himself is an ardent Roman Catholic. In view of the pronounced and well-recognized difference between Protestant and Catholic views on education in America, and in view of Yale’s Protestant history, it seems strange for any Roman Catholic to undertake to speak for the Yale religious tradition.… It is stranger still for Mr. Buckley to venture his prescription with no word or hint to show his special allegiance.



On this point Dwight Macdonald commented: “Buckley is indeed a Catholic, and an ardent one. But, oddly enough, this fact is irrelevant, since his book defines Christianity in Protestant terms, and his economics are Calvinist rather than Catholic. One of the wryest twists in the whole comedy is that the Catholic press has almost unanimously damned Buckley’s economic views.”

Macdonald exaggerated, but not entirely. “He quite unwittingly succeeds in contravening Catholic moral doctrine as applied to economics and politics on almost every topic he takes up,” the Jesuits’ America had editorialized, concluding, “Mr. Buckley’s own social philosophy is almost as obnoxious to a well-instructed Catholic as the assaults on religion he rightly condemns.” (Who is flirting with the nexus now?) Commonweal, the Catholic layman’s journal of opinion, was right in there. “The nature of Mr. Buckley’s heresies were pointed out again in the Catholic press, but apparently the young man remains unmoved. He continues to peddle his anti-papal economics without any noticeable changes often under the auspices of Catholics.…” Father Higgins, the labor priest, objected heatedly to my “attempt to identify the heresy of economic individualism with Catholic or Christian doctrine.”

I am obliged to concede, at this distance, that, the attacks from the Catholics quite apart, it is probably true that there was a pretty distinct anti-Catholic animus in some of the criticism of this book. The Reverend Henry Sloan Coffin, former head of the Union Theological Seminary, former chairman of the Educational Policy Committee of Yale, former trustee of the Corporation, chairman of a committee commissioned by the Yale Corporation to investigate my charges about Yale education without ever acknowledging them (see below), was so incautious as to write to an alumnus who had questioned Coffin about my book, “Mr. Buckley’s book is really a misrepresentation and [is] distorted by his Roman Catholic point of view. Yale is a Puritan and Protestant institution by its heritage and he should have attended Fordham or some similar institution.”

Now there are three strands to the Catholic point. The first has to do with the allegedly distinctive Catholic definition of Christianity; the second with the allegedly distinctive Catholic understanding of the role of the university; and the third, most simply stated, was ad hominem, i.e., an attempt to suggest that by “concealing” my Catholicism I told the discerning reader a great deal about my deficient character and, derivatively, about the invalidity of my criticisms and arguments.

Taking the third point first, a semantic advantage was instantly achieved by those who spoke of my having “concealed” my Catholicism. By not advertising it—so ran the planted axiom—I was concealing it. Inasmuch as, on writing the book, I saw nothing in the least distinctively Catholic about the points I made, I had thought it irrelevant to advert to my Catholicism. Even as I was criticized for “concealing” my Catholicism, I could have been criticized had I identified myself as a Catholic on the grounds that I had “dragged” in my Catholicism as if it were relevant.

But see, for instance, Professor Fred Rodell (of the Yale Law School) writing in the Progressive, probably (though there are close runners-up—Arthur Schlesinger in the New York Post, Vern Countryman in the Yale Law Journal, Herman Liebert in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Theodore Greene in the Yale Daily News, Frank Ashburn in the Saturday Review) the most acidulous review of the lot: “…most Catholics would resent both the un-Christian arrogance of his presentation and, particularly, his deliberate concealment—throughout the entire foreword, text, and appendices of a highly personalized book—of his very relevant church affiliation.” Ah, the sweet uses of rhetoric. “No mention” of Catholicism elides to “concealment” of Catholicism elides to “deliberate concealment” (a tautology, by the way). That my affiliation was “very relevant” spared Mr. Rodell the pains of having to explain its relevance. By the same token would it have been relevant for a reviewer of a book by Fred Rodell on the Supreme Court and Freedom of Religion to accuse the author of “deliberate concealment” of the “very relevant” fact that his name used to be Fred Rodelheim, and that his interpretation of the Freedom Clause was tainted in virtue of his lifetime’s concealment of his having been born Jewish? That would have gone down—quite properly—as anti-Semitism.

If one pauses to think about it, it is difficult to be at once an “ardent” Catholic, as everyone kept saying I was, and to “conceal” one’s Catholicism (unless one worships furiously and furtively). The only place in the book in which I might unobtrusively have said that I am a Catholic is on page 28 where I mention an Inter-Faith Conference held in the spring of 1949 sponsored by Dwight Hall (Protestant), St. Thomas More (Catholic), and the Hillel Foundation (Jewish). I was the Catholic co-chairman of that conference, which is hardly the way to go about concealing one’s affiliation. But even to have mentioned in this book that I had been co-chairman would have been irrelevant, perhaps even vainglorious. Should I have mentioned that I was the son of a wealthy father, in order to explain a prejudice in favor of capitalism?

With respect to the second point, I accepted as the operative definition of “Christianity” (see page 7) that of the World Council of Churches, supplemented by a definition of Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr—an organization, and an individual, never accused of being closet Catholics.

As to the remaining point, namely the purpose of education, it is hard to know what the Reverend Henry Sloan Coffin had in mind when he suggested that Yale’s “Puritan and Protestant heritage” was responsible for a “distortion” that grew inevitably out of my Roman Catholicism, or McGeorge Bundy, when he referred to the well-recognized difference between Protestant and Catholic views on education in America. I am aware of no difference, celebrated or obscure, with reference to the purpose of a secular college, about which I was writing. Yale was indeed founded as a Protestant institution, but the bearing of that datum on this book underscores rather than subverts its thesis. The man who was president of Yale while I was there said in his inaugural address, “I call on all members of the faculty, as members of a thinking body, freely to recognize the tremendous validity and power of the teachings of Christ in our life-and-death struggle against the force of selfish materialism.” That wasn’t Pope Pius IX talking. And, later, President Charles Seymour said, “Yale was dedicated to the training of spiritual leaders. We betray our trust if we fail to explore the various ways in which the youth who come to us may learn to appreciate spiritual values, whether by the example of our own lives or through the cogency of our philosophical arguments. The simple and direct way is through the maintenance and upbuilding of the Christian religion as a vital part of university life.” Maybe Charles Seymour should have been made president of Fordham.

I have mentioned that the reaction to the publication of Gamay was quite startling. Louis Filler wrote in the New England Quarterly, “This book is a phenomenon of our time. It could hardly have been written ten years ago, at least for general circulation.” He meant by that that no one ten years earlier (a) was particularly alarmed by, or interested in, ideological trends in higher education; and that therefore (b) nobody would have bothered to read a book that examined those themes, let alone one that focused on a single college.

So that the book’s success as an attention-getter first surprised, then amazed. It was infuriating to the hostile critics that a man as eminent as John Chamberlain should have consented to write the introduction to it, and indeed Fred Rodell held him personally responsible for the notoriety of the book. (“It was doubtless the fact of a John Chamberlain introduction that lent the book, from the start, the aura of importance and respectability.…”) But it was too late to ignore it. Life magazine did an editorial (cautious interest in the book’s theme), Time and Newsweek ran news stories; the Saturday Review, a double review; and after a while there were reviews and news stories about the reviews and news stories. The critic Selden Rodman, although he disagreed with the book and its conclusions, had said of it in the Saturday Review, “[Mr. Buckley] writes with clarity, a sobriety, and an intellectual honesty that would be noteworthy if it came from a college president.” (Compare Herman Liebert, from the staff of the Yale Library, writing for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: “…the book is a series of fanatically emotional attacks on a few professors who dare to approach religion and politics objectively.” Note that collectivist economics and agnostic philosophy suddenly became the “objective” approaches. That they were so considered at Yale was of course the gravamen of the book which this critic, in his fustian, was witless to recognize.) Oh, yes, Fred Rodell: “I deem it irresponsible in a scholar like Selden Rodman to dignify the book as ‘important’ and ‘thought-provoking.’ ” Max Eastman had written, in the American Mercury, “He names names, and quotes quotes, and conducts himself, in general, with a disrespect for his teachers that is charming and stimulating in a high degree.… This perhaps is the best feature of his book, certainly the most American in the old style—its arrant intellectual courage.” (From the encephalophonic Mr. Rodell, his voice hoarse: “…I deem it irresponsible, in a scholar like Max Eastman, to shower the book with adulatory adjectives.…”)

And so on, for months and months. Official Yale took no official position but was very busy at every level. The Yale Daily News ran analyses of the book by six professors, only one of whom (William Wimsatt) found anything remotely commendable about the book. The series was introduced by an editorial of which a specimen sentence was “When the Buckley book has succeeded in turning the stomachs of its readers and lining up Yale men categorically on the side of that great ‘hoax’ academic freedom, Bill Buckley will, as Professor Greene suggests, have performed a great service to Yale.”

In the Yale Alumni Magazine the book was treated with caution, but I was offhandedly coupled with a notorious and wealthy old crank called George Gundelfinger, a gentleman who had gone off his rocker a generation earlier and periodically drowned the campus with nervous exhalations of his arcane philosophy, which heralded as the key to the full life a kind of platonic masturbation (“sublimate pumping” he called it). Copies of McGeorge Bundy’s review were sent out to questioning alumni. Meanwhile, in the trustees’ room, a plan had been devised to commission an inquiry by a committee of eight alumni into “the intellectual and spiritual welfare of the university, the students, and its faculty.” The chairman, as mentioned, was Henry Sloan Coffin. And among its members was Irving Olds, then chairman of the board of United States Steel Corporation, thus effecting representation for God and man. The committee was surreptitiously set up during the summer, in anticipation of Gamay’s appearance in the fall, but its clear function of unsaying what this book said was acknowledged even in the news stories.

Yale didn’t have an easy time of it. Too many people knew instinctively that the central charges of the book were correct, whatever the inflections distinctive to Yale. Felix Morley, formerly president of Haverford College, had written in Barron’s, “[Buckley’s] arguments must be taken seriously. As he suggests, and as this reviewer from personal knowledge of scores of American colleges can confirm, the indictment is equally applicable to many of our privately endowed institutions of higher learning. Mr. Buckley, says John Chamberlain in the latter’s foreword, is incontestably right about the educational drift of modern times.” It is confirmation of Morley’s generalization that, twenty-five years later, references to religion and politics that were then eyebrow-raising seem utterly bland: almost conservative, in a way. What is unthinkable in the current scene isn’t that an economics teacher should come out for 100 percent excess profits tax, or that a teacher of sociology should mock religion. What is unthinkable today is an inaugural address by a president of a major university containing such passages as I have quoted from Charles Seymour.

So that Yale had that problem—that most people suspected that heterodoxy was rampant—and an additional problem which it needed to handle most deftly (and, on the whole, did). I made the suggestion in this book that the alumni of Yale play a greater role in directing the course of Yale education. That they proceed to govern the University, through their representatives, even as the people govern the country through theirs. This suggestion had a most startling effect. Yale’s challenge has always been to flatter its alumni while making certain they should continue impotent.

The purpose of a Yale education, never mind the strictures of this book, can hardly be to turn out a race of idiots. But one would have thought that was what Yale precisely engages in. Walking out of the Huntington Hotel in Pasadena during the hottest days of the controversy, I espied the Reverend Henry Sloan Coffin walking in. I introduced myself. He greeted me stiffly, and then said, as he resumed his way into the hotel, “Why do you want to turn Yale education over to a bunch of boobs?” Since Mr. Coffin had been chairman of the Educational Policy Committee of the Corporation, it struck me that if indeed the alumni were boobs he bore a considerable procreative responsibility. Certainly his contempt for Yale’s demonstrated failure was far greater than my alarm at its potential failure.

He was not alone.

Bruce Barton, the anti–New Dealer at whose partial expense President Roosevelt had composed the rollicking taunt, “Martin, Barton, and Fish,” saw the need for reform. But by alumni? “As for Mr. Buckley’s cure—letting the alumni dictate the teaching, what could be more terrifying? Are these noisy, perennial sophomores, who dress up in silly costumes and get drunk at reunions, who spend their thousands of dollars buying halfbacks and quarterbacks, and following the Big Blue Team—are they to be the nation’s mental mentors?” I really had had no idea the contempt in which “alumni” qua alumni were so generally held.

My notion, as elaborated in the book, was that alumni would concern themselves with the purpose of a university; that, if mind and conscience led them to the conclusion, they would not only be free, but compelled, to decide that certain values should be encouraged, others discouraged. That, necessarily, this would give them, through their representatives, the right to judicious hiring and firing, precisely with the end in mind of furthering broad philosophical objectives and cultivating certain ideals—through the exposure of the undergraduate body to (President Seymour’s phrase) cogent philosophical arguments.

There are many grounds for disapproving the proposal of alumni control. But the description, by some critics, of the state of affairs I sought led me to question my own sanity and then, finding it in good order, to question that of my critics. Consider the near-terminal pain of Frank Ashburn as he closed his long piece for the Saturday Review: “The book is one which has the glow and appeal of a fiery cross on a hillside at night. There will undoubtedly be robed figures who gather to it, but the hoods will not be academic. They will cover the face.”

Gee whiz. Now it is important to remember that Frank Ash-burn is a very nice man. He is, moreover, quite intelligent. He founded a successful boy’s preparatory school, Brooks School, and, years later, in his capacity as headmaster, he invited me to address the student body, proffering the customary fee. And I did, arriving without my hood; and, to the extent it is possible to do so under less than clinical conditions, I probed about a bit, and Frank Ashburn was to all appearances entirely normal. But that’s the kind of thing Gamay did to people, especially people close to Yale. I did mention that Frank Ashburn was a trustee?

I must not let the point go, because one has to ask oneself why it is that supervision of the general direction of undergraduate instruction is so instinctively repugnant to nonjuveniles. I do not know whether Robert Hatch, who wrote for the New Republic, is a Yale graduate, but in terms of horror registered he might as well have been. He took pains, in his review, to try to explain what, in fact, I was really up to with my bizarre proposals. “It is astonishing,” he wrote, “on the assumption that Buckley is well-meaning, that he has not realized that the methods he proposes for his alma mater are precisely those employed in Italy, Germany, and Russia. An elite shall establish the truth by ukase and no basic disagreement shall be tolerated.”

It really wasn’t all that astonishing that I did not spot the similarities in the methods I proposed and those of the Fascists, Nazis, and Communists, because there are no similarities. My book made it plain that alumni direction could be tolerated only over the college of which they were uniquely the constituents; that alumni of institutions that sought different ends should be equally free to pursue them. Moreover, the ideals I sought to serve were those that no authoritarian society would regard as other than seditious—namely, the ideals of a minimalist state, and deference to a transcendent order.

But the notion that the proposals were subversive was jubilantly contagious. Four months after the publication of Gamay, Chad Walsh was writing in the Saturday Review: “What Mr. Buckley really proposes is that the alumni of Yale should turn themselves into a politburo, and control the campus exactly as the Kremlin controls the intellectual life of Russia.” “Exactly,” in the sense used here, can only be understood to mean “analogously.” Obviously there are no “exact” parallels between a state directing all education and enforcing a political orthodoxy and the constituency of discrete educational institutions, within a free and pluralist society, directing the education of its own educational enterprise. Indeed, so obviously is it inexact to draw the parallel, the heretical thought suggests itself that conventional limitations on alumni are closer to the authoritarian model. A free association, within a free society, shaping an educational institution toward its own purpose, is practicing a freedom which totalitarian societies would never permit it to do. An obvious example would be a German university under Hitler which prescribed that its faculty, in the relevant disciplines, should preach racial toleration and racial equality; or, in the Bolshevik model, a constituency backing a university that, athwart the political orthodoxy, insisted on preaching the ideals of freedom and pluralism.

I find it painful, at this remove, to make points so obvious. But if Gamay is to be republished, it must surely be in part for the purpose of allowing us to examine specimens, however wilted, of the political literature of yesteryear; and to wonder what was the madness that seized so many people of such considerable reputation; and to wonder further that such profound misinterpretations were not more widely disavowed. Were these people lefties?—shrewdly protecting their positions by theoretical incantations? Yes, one supposes, in some cases. But surely not in others: Frank Ashburn was an Establishment figure, in lockstep with the Zeitgeist, who probably shed a wistful tear or two in private over some of the departed virtues. They are the enigma. The left was of course especially scornful. When, fifteen years later, a number of our colleges and universities were given over to the thousand blooms of the youth revolution, which demanded that colleges be “relevant”—i.e., that they become arms depots for the anti-Vietnam war—many of the same people who sharpened their teeth on Gamay were preternaturally silent.

They feasted on ideological reticulation. Michael Harrington was in those days a socialist and a Christian. He would in due course repeal the laws of progress by reaffirming the one faith and renouncing the second. He wrote his review for Dorothy Day’s Catholic Worker: “The frightening thing is that Mr. Buckley is not yet realistic enough for fascism. Mr. Buckley’s aims can only be secured by fascist methods—coercion in favor of capitalists—a realistic conclusion which Mr. Buckley’s five years in New Haven did not educate him to make.” Neither five years’ education in New Haven nor twenty-five years’ education outside New Haven. The case for capitalism is infinitely stronger in 1977 than in 1950, having profited in the interim from the empirical failures of socialism, as from the scholarly accreditation of the presumptions of the free market. Besides which, the word “fascism” loses its pungency when it is used to mean, pure and simple, the exercise of authority. Mr. Harrington, even then, was flirting with heresy, which would become his succubus.

Authority is licitly and illicitly acquired by the democratic canon; and, once acquired, is then licitly and illicitly exercised. The “authority” to apprehend, try, and punish a lawbreaker is licitly acquired in the democratic circumstances of a society which, after popular consultation, makes its own laws, prescribes its own judicial procedures, and stipulates its own punishments—all subject to the rule of law. The line between licit and illicit authority in a secular society is, however, elusive, though it is generally acknowledged in the Judeo-Christian world that there is such a line, most resonantly affirmed by Christ’s distinction between Caesar and God. It is an unusual experience for a libertarian to be catechized by a socialist on the theme of the dangers of coercion. Harrington’s oxymoronic formulation—“coercion in favor of capitalists”—reminds us of the fashionable jargon in the commodity markets of the left (alas, not greatly changed). His sentence is on the order of “coercive freedom,” or “the slavery of the bill of rights.” Unless a “fascist method” can be distinguished from a plain old “method” by which the will of the entrepreneurial unit prevails over the will of the individual resolved subversively to gainsay that will, then paradoxically you are left without the freedom of the collectivity. The interdiction of that modest freedom on the grand piano Mr. Harrington is used to playing on in his full-throated crusade for state socialism is not only inconsistent, it is positively unseemly.

It is worth pursuing the matter yet one step further, I think, in order to notice the review by T. M. Greene. Professor Greene was a considerable character on the Yale campus. I think he was the most quintessentially liberal man I ever came upon, outside the pages of Randall Jarrell’s Pictures From an Institution. As master of the largest residential college at Yale (Silliman), he one day issued an order, in the interest of decorum, requiring students who ate dinner in the dining room to wear coats and ties. He was dismayed by the trickle of criticism, and very soon indignantly repealed his own order, apologizing for his lapse into dirigisme. He taught, as an explicit Christian, a course in the philosophy of religion which was widely attended; but I remarked (see page 7) that in the opinion of his students he was engaged, really, in reteaching ethics, not religion. (There’s nothing against teaching ethics, but of course it isn’t exactly the same thing.)

His reaction to Gamay, as published in the Yale Daily News, fairly took one’s breath away. He fondled the word “fascist” as though he had come up with a Dead Sea Scroll vouchsafing the key word to the understanding of God and Man at Yale. In a few sentences he used the term thrice. “Mr. Buckley has done Yale a great service” (how I would tire of this pedestrian rhetorical device), “and he may well do the cause of liberal education in America an even greater service, by stating the fascist alternative to liberalism. This facist thesis… This… pure fascism… What more could Hitler, Mussolini, or Stalin ask for…?” (They asked for, and got, a great deal more.)

What survives, from such stuff as this, is ne plus ultra relativism, idiot nihilism. “What is required,” Professor Greene spoke, “is more, not less tolerance—not the tolerance of indifference, but the tolerance of honest respect for divergent convictions and the determination of all that such divergent opinions be heard without administrative censorship. I try my best in the classroom to expound and defend my faith, when it is relevant, as honestly and persuasively as I can. But I can do so only because many of my colleagues are expounding and defending their contrasting faiths, or skepticisms, as openly and honestly as I am mine.”

A professor of philosophy! Question: What is the (1) ethical, (2) philosophical, or (3) epistemological argument for requiring continued tolerance of ideas whose discrediting it is the purpose of education to effect? What ethical code (in the Bible? in Plato? Kant? Hume?) requires “honest respect” for any divergent conviction? Even John Stuart Mill did not ask more than that a question be not considered as closed so long as any one man adhered to it; he did not require that that man, flourishing the map of a flat world, be seated in a chair of science at Yale. And this is to say nothing about the flamboyant contrast between Professor Greene’s call to toleration in all circumstances and the toleration he showed to the book he was reviewing. An honest respect by him for my divergent conviction would have been an arresting application at once of his theoretical and charitable convictions.

The sleeper, in that issue of the Yale Daily News, was William Wimsatt. The late Professor Wimsatt, the renowned critic and teacher, was… a Catholic! Not an uppity Catholic. He was, simply, known by the cognoscenti to be one, and his friends found that charming. But under the circumstances, the pressure on Professor Wimsatt to Tom must have been very nearly unbearable, and his conciliatory motions must be weighed charitably under the circumstances. He denounced Gamay as “impudent,” inasmuch as its author “used the entree and confidential advantage of a student and alumnus to publicize so widely both embarrassing personalities and problems of policy which are internal to the relation between administrative officers and alumni.” A so-so point which, it happens, I dealt with in the book itself, in my discussion of the emasculating hold the Yale administration exercises over its alumni; but, in a sense, also a point gainsaid by the universal interest provoked by the book, which interest focused not on its gossip value involving any one or more professors (only three of the hundred reviews I have reread bother even to mention by name any individual professor named in the book).

Protected by such rhetorical cover, Professor Wimsatt went on to say some very interesting things. He began, for instance, by suavely blowing the whole Coffin–Bundy–Dwight Hall–Yale position about religion at Yale. “The prevailing secularism of the university is palpable,” wrote Professor Wimsatt matter-of-factly. That’s what I said. But lest that should shock, he added, What-else-is-new? “What else did Mr. Buckley expect when he elected to come here?” He went on to say, in effect, that a “modern” university cannot orient itself other than to fashion. “What would he expect of any modern American university large enough to be the representative of the culture in which he has lived all his life?”

Mr. Wimsatt is here carefully avoiding the point. Obviously a modern, acquiescent, college will tend not to buck the Zeitgeist. This begs the question whether under certain circumstances it might do so; and certainly begs the question whether idealistically active alumni are entitled to apply pressure on it to do so.

But, despite himself, Professor Wimsatt was getting hotter and hotter. “It is more fundamental to ask… what is actually right, and how far any individual may in good conscience tolerate or assist the teaching of what he firmly believes wrong. If I knew that a professor were teaching the Baconian heresy about Shakespeare, I should think it a pity. If I knew that a professor were preaching genocide, I should think it a duty, if I were able, to prevent him—even though his views were being adequately refuted in the next classroom.” That buzz saw ran right through the analysis of Professor Greene, adjacent on the page, leaving it bobbing and weaving in death agony. But nobody noticed. “As Mr. Buckley so earnestly pleads, it is indeed very far from being a fact that the truth, in such matters of value, is bound ‘to emerge victorious.’ It would be easy to name several doctrines, not only genocide but the less violent forms of racism, for instance, or an ethics of premarital sexual experiment—which the present administration of no university in this country would tolerate.” (From the 25th Reunion Yearbook of the Yale Class of 1950, published in 1975, Questionnaire #13: “Are you in favor of or opposed to:… People living together out of wedlock? Oppose, 42%. Favor, 43%.”) Although Professor Wimsatt was hardly quotable as an endorser of Gamay, the passages here reproduced take you exactly as far as I go in every theoretical point. Everything else he said was in the nature of social shock absorption.
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