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Introduction

A young friend in Australia sent me an essay that read like a flaming indictment of the status quo. It ended with the arresting sentence, “I am twenty-seven years old and hope to live to see the end of the twentieth century.” That sounds paradoxical, but it isn’t. The rhythms of history do not always align with the calendar. Historians refer to the “long nineteenth century.” It began in 1789 with the French Revolution and ended in 1914 with the slaughter of World War I. We seem to be reaching another turning point. The violence that traumatized the West between 1914 and 1945 evoked a powerful, American-led response that was anti-fascist, anti-totalitarian, anti-colonialist, anti-imperialist, and anti-racist. These anti imperatives define the postwar era. Their aim is to dissolve the strong beliefs and powerful loyalties thought to have fueled the conflicts that convulsed the twentieth century.

When communism crumbled, many announced the inauguration of a new era. Some spoke of the “short twentieth century,” which ran from 1914 to 1991. But as my young correspondent recognizes, the fall of the Soviet Union did not bring the postwar era to a close, for it marked not the end of the anti imperatives but rather their intensification. During the past few decades, anti-fascism, anti-racism, anti-colonialism, and the rest have been pursued with unstinting fervor. After 1989, we did not relax our vigilance. On the contrary, people began to monitor pronouns and search for “microaggressions” to punish.

These manifestations of political correctness are not epiphenomenal. They are late fruits of a singular historical judgment. In the second half of the twentieth century, we came to regard the first half as a world-historical eruption of the evils inherent in the Western tradition, which can be corrected only by the relentless pursuit of openness, disenchantment, and weakening. That pursuit was already implicit in liberalism, as Alasdair MacIntyre, Patrick Deneen, and others have pointed out. But after 1945 it became paramount, with nuance at first, but over time with greater ideological rigidity. The anti imperatives are now flesh-eating dogmas masquerading as the fulfillment of the anti-dogmatic spirit. So my young friend is trapped. The recent, undying century won’t pass from the scene. Its anti imperatives have become sleepless monitors of public life, depriving him of solidarity born of shared loves and loyalties, the solidarity any normal human being seeks.

The death grip of the anti imperatives on the West is plain to see. After Donald Trump’s election, a number of mainstream journalists collapsed in hysterics: He was an “authoritarian” of one sort or another. The same goes for European populism. A specter is haunting Europe, countless journalists and opinion writers warn—the specter of fascism. Tract after tract has likened our times to Germany during the 1930s. Indeed, it is a sign of nuance when a member of our chattering class compares Trump to the Spanish strongman Francisco Franco rather than to Hitler. Today’s intelligentsia compulsively return to the trying decades of the early twentieth century. It is as if they desperately want to keep the last century going, insisting that the fight against fascism remains our fight.

This is absurd. It is not 1939. Our societies are not gathering themselves into masses marching in lockstep. Central planners do not clog our economies. There is no longer an overbearing bourgeois culture bent on “exclusion.” Bull Connor isn’t commissioner of public safety in Birmingham. Instead, our societies are dissolving. Economic globalization shreds the social contract. Identity politics disintegrates civic bonds. A uniquely Western anti-Western multiculturalism deprives people of their cultural inheritance. Mass migration reshapes the social landscape. Courtship, marriage, and family no longer form our moral imaginations. Borders are porous, even the one that separates men from women. Tens of thousands die of heroin overdoses. Hundreds of thousands are aborted. Of course my young friend wants the twentieth century to end. So do I.

I am not opposed to the anti-totalitarian struggles of the last century. The postwar consensus arose for good reasons. Social convulsions and mass mobilizations dominated the lives of those born in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. World War I mustered millions of young men into armies of unprecedented size and marched them into inconclusive battles producing casualties on a shocking scale. No European country emerged from the conflict unchanged.

The armistice of November 1918 did not produce a lasting peace. Mussolini, proclaiming a “revolutionary nationalism,” led his paramilitary troops into Rome in 1922 and assumed unchecked power. The Bolsheviks consolidated their grip on Russia and purged their adversaries. The Weimar Republic, established in Germany after World War I, became a byword for decadence and ineffectual governance. Spain exploded in a civil war that foreshadowed what many feared was the inevitable conflict between two forms of revolutionary modernism, one ordered to a communist utopia and the other promising to renew society through racial purity and national power. The streets rang with declarations: the Dictatorship of the Proletariat, the Triumph of the Will, Blood and Soil. In those years, fierce gods trampled the benign managerial habits of commerce and the liberal norms of free consent and democratic deliberation. Strong and dark gods stormed through Europe, eventually setting aflame most of the world and bringing death to millions.

It is difficult to grasp the ruin facing the West after World War II. My grandfather was a field artillery officer, a member of the Army Reserve activated after Pearl Harbor. Sent to Europe after the invasion of Normandy, he crossed the Rhine with the Third Army in late March 1945. For the next forty days they raced across southern Germany, his unit towing eight-inch howitzers day and night, unlimbering their guns for only an hour here or there to destroy what remained of the German armies. In his wartime photograph album is a picture of the cathedral in Munich, strangely preserved amidst a scene of extensive destruction. Not a soul was to be seen in the empty, devastated streets.

His album also contained pictures of mass graves and the skeletal, barely living survivors of a liberated concentration camp. As a child I asked him if he had taken the pictures. “No, I was sick that day and gave my camera to another officer.” At the time, I took his reply at face value. Later, I recognized that he was in all likelihood telling the truth about being sick but not about who took the pictures.

My grandfather participated in the collective gasp of horror: the flattened cities, the countless dead, the wreckage of societies ravaged by war, and cruelty that bled into insanity. The conservative critic Richard Weaver wrote to a friend after Japan capitulated in August 1945, “Is anything saved? We cannot be sure. True, there are a few buildings left standing around, but what kind of animal is going to inhabit them?”1 The scale of destruction was deeply traumatizing. Even nature herself was violated in orgies of bombardment. A few years after the war’s end, Albert Camus, with poetic irony, twisted the Nazi image of solidarity rooted in blood and soil into an aching lament: “Disaster is today our common fatherland.”

In Germany, they speak of the demise of the Nazi regime on May 8, 1945, as Stunde Null, zero hour. The sense of hitting bottom was widely shared, even among the victors. The years from 1914 through 1945 were dark with calamity. As I hope to show in these pages, almost all our intuitions about how to promote justice and serve the common good have been formed by this civilizational shoah.

We continue to define ourselves culturally, even spiritually, as anti-totalitarian, anti-fascist, anti-racist, and anti-nationalist. I call the atmosphere of opinion that sustains these anti imperatives the “postwar consensus.” Although there has been political contention between the left and the right, it has been a sibling rivalry. As I will show, the postwar left fixed its attention on moral freedom and cultural deregulation, seeing them as natural extensions of the anti-authoritarian imperative, while the postwar right focused on economic freedom and market deregulation for similar anti-totalitarian reasons. As the long twentieth century ends, this unified thrust is easier to discern, not least because the establishment left and right are closing ranks to denounce populism.

The postwar consensus is more than political. Its powerful cultural influence is evident in the emphasis on openness and weakening in highly theorized literary criticism and cultural studies in universities, often under the flag of critique and deconstruction, and in popular calls for diversity, multiculturalism, and inclusivity, all of which entail a weakening of boundaries and opening of borders. Nor is the cultural influence of the postwar consensus confined to the left. The same insistence on openness and weakening is found in libertarianism as well, which seeks cultural deregulation so that individuals are not constrained by shared norms. It is felt in free-market economic theory and sociobiological analysis of politics and culture, both of which adopt a reductive view of human motivation that disenchants public life. Openness, weakening, and disenchantment are at play in postwar sociology, psychology, and even theology. In every instance, they rise to prominence because they are seen as necessary to prevent the return of the strong gods.

By “strong gods,” I do not mean Thor and the other residents of the Old Norse Valhalla. The strong gods are the objects of men’s love and devotion, the sources of the passions and loyalties that unite societies. They can be timeless. Truth is a strong god that beckons us to the matrimony of assent. They can be traditional. King and country, insofar as they still arouse men’s patriotic ardor, are strong gods. The strong gods can take the forms of modern ideologies and charismatic leaders. The strong gods can be beneficent. Our constitutional piety treats the American Founding as a strong god worthy of our devotion. And they can be destructive. In the twentieth century, militarism, fascism, communism, racism, and anti-Semitism brought ruin.

Distorting the healthy intuition that the economy, politics, and culture should be ordered to the common good, fascism stokes a fevered desire for unanimity that cannot tolerate dissent. Communism turns the desire for justice into a rigid, brutal ideology. Racism and anti-Semitism express communal fears that become punitive and murderous. I take it for granted that these strong gods must be resisted. But I do not speak against them in this book. This will disturb some. We are so thoroughly trained by the anti imperatives of the postwar era that we often regard any failure to denounce fascism, communism, or racism as a dereliction of the duty to defend the West against its own perversions. My interest lies elsewhere. I want to understand how the West was reconstructed after 1945 in accord with openness and weakening and how they debilitate us today, threatening to destroy the Western tradition they are meant to redeem.

In the pages to follow, I will show how anti-fascism and anti-totalitarianism inspired a general theory of society. That theory has many forms, some explicit, others tacit. But it is characterized by a fundamental judgment: whatever is strong—strong loves and strong truths—leads to oppression, while liberty and prosperity require the reign of weak loves and weak truths. In the shadow of Auschwitz, this general theory has encouraged the development of a variety of anti-metaphysical philosophies and critical therapies. They are familiar to us today. When someone prefaces his remarks, “Speaking from a white, male, first-world perspective,” he is warding off politically correct attacks with a gesture of piety to the weak gods. The same pattern of weakening characterizes the dictatorship of relativism, reduction to sociobiology and economic analysis, and globalist ideologies. In the first three chapters, I outline the general theory of society that took hold after 1945.

But I must be clear: This book does not offer a detailed history of the postwar era. It is an essay in the politics of the imagination. As Richard Weaver wrote in the first sentence of the first chapter of his postwar cri de coeur, Ideas Have Consequences, “Every man participating in a culture has three levels of conscious reflection: his specific ideas of things, his general beliefs or convictions, and his metaphysical dream of the world.”2 I contend that the postwar era saw a shift in our metaphysical dreams to openness and a lightness of being in response to the decades of catastrophe in the first half of the twentieth century.

In pursuit of those dreams the postwar imagination seeks the ministry of weak gods, or better, the gods of weakening who open things up. Today, one of our leading imperatives is inclusion, a god who softens differences. Transgression is prized for breaking down boundaries—opening things up. Diversity and multiculturalism suggest no authoritative center. The free market promises spontaneous order, miraculously coordinating our free choices, also without an authoritative center. Denigrating populist challenges to the political establishment as spasms of a “tribal mind” is a reductive critique that disenchants. I shall spell out these patterns of weakening. Rather than provide a comprehensive account, I instead analyze a few mainstream postwar figures and their important publications to illustrate influential dreamscapes, as it were. In this way I hope to illuminate the basic contrasts that have dominated the West since 1945—open versus closed, spontaneous versus authoritative, weak versus strong. The political and moral prestige of the open, spontaneous, and weak sides of these contrasts has, oddly enough, grown stronger, even authoritarian, in recent decades. Our task is to overcome this paradoxically totalitarian culture of openness and weakening.

It may be counterintuitive to describe the postwar consensus as one of openness and weakening. Political correctness is closed, hard, and punitive. But we need to distinguish the sociological reality of the dominant consensus—which is by definition bent on domination—from its content. Yes, the postwar consensus polices opinion, sometimes with an iron fist. But it does so to enforce what it imagines is best, on the whole, for society: dissolution, disintegration, and deconsolidation—in a word, openness. We’re told we need more diversity, more flexibility, more innovation, more creativity, and more “difference.” To speak otherwise is to risk putting oneself at odds with dominant opinion, which is always a dangerous place to stand. So yes, political correctness is in a certain sense “strong,” but its punitive power is deployed to impose openness and weakening.

We must stop acting as if it were 1945. My young friend is right. The postwar consensus, however fitting in its earlier stages, is decadent. It is high time that we recognize our intellectual, moral, and spiritual freedom from the traumas that so affected our grandparents, great-grandparents, and great-great-grandparents. We need to face the challenges of the twenty-first century, not the twentieth.

This will not be easy. Today, the greatest threat to the political health of the West is not fascism or a resurgent Ku Klux Klan but a decline in solidarity and the breakdown of the trust between leaders and the led. Fearful of strong loves and committed to ever-greater openness, the postwar consensus cannot formulate, much less address, these problems. Unable to identify our shared loves—unable even to formulate the “we” that is the political subject in public life—we cannot identify the common good, the res in the res publica. Under these circumstances, increasingly prevalent in the West, civic life disintegrates into the struggle among private interests, and in this struggle the rich and powerful win. In the twenty-first century, oligarchy and an unaccountable elite pose a far greater threat to the future of liberal democracy than does the return of Hitler.

Solidarity is a ministry of the strong gods; the “we” is their gift. But the members of our leadership class cannot recognize the crisis of solidarity that threatens the West and fuels populism. They compulsively refocus attention on the problems the postwar consensus was constructed to fight: fascism, racism, conformism, and the authoritarian personality. Mention the erosion of the middle class, and someone is sure to observe that concerns about renewing solidarity amount to dangerous nostalgia. “The 1950s was an era of white male solidarity,” she’ll say. Someone else will object, “How can you say that lack of solidarity is our greatest problem when transgender people are still marginalized?” And if your interlocutor went to a fancy-pants university, you’re likely to be chided for being “logocentric,” “heteronormative,” or afraid of difference.

That’s if you’re lucky. In all likelihood, the dominant response will be outrage, hurt, and denunciation. Professional assassination will follow. The Southern Poverty Law Center will call you and your affiliates a hate group. Pressure will be applied to cut off your funding. Diversity and inclusion must be defended!

Perhaps I’m overreacting, responding to the anti-fascist and anti-racist hysteria of the present moment with my own hysteria. One reason I wrote this book was to stem that tendency within myself. We need to understand and overcome the powerful orthodoxies that govern public life in the West—the “open-mindedness” that polices dissent, the “diversity” in which all think alike—rather than rage blindly against them. Hitler and the Ku Klux Klan are curses we have inherited, a sin of the fathers visited upon their sons unto the third and fourth generations. For those who lived in the first half of the twentieth century, the struggle against these evils was real. Nearly a century on, defeating them has become a destructive preoccupation. The Manichean tendency of the postwar consensus, which insists that either it must dominate or fascism and racism will return, blinds our leadership class to the realities of the twenty-first century and poisons our politics with an all-or-nothing moralism that is as self-serving as it is destructive. These days, the rhetoric of anti-fascism, and even that of anti-racism, has become a cynical way to discredit those who challenge the supremacy of our elites.

Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, and other populist challengers are not choirboys or immaculate liberals. But their limitations are not nearly as dangerous to the West as the fanaticism of our leadership class, whose hyper-moralistic sense of mission—either us or Hitler!—prevents us from addressing our economic, demographic, cultural, and political problems. The growth of these problems stokes further discontent and greater polarization, to which our leadership class responds with an amplified anti-fascist or anti-racist rhetoric. Convinced that only they can save the West and beholden to the postwar consensus, the rich and powerful, not populist voters, will shipwreck our nations.

I recently picked up the Financial Times. I don’t regularly look at that paper nowadays, though there was a time, ten or so years ago, when I subscribed, finding the editorial page the reliable but unscripted voice of neoliberal realism. Reading it now, I was reminded why I never bother to pick it up anymore. The regular writers whom I once read with interest now seem irrelevant. Some write about Donald Trump with all the bluster of the New Yorker, as if just one more column pointing out his ignorance, corruption, and evil will finally exorcise him from public life. Others interpret the populist uprisings as an epidemic of “derangement.” They are not engaging the present so much as waiting for the nightmare to end. Well into the Trump administration, one Financial Times writer attributes Trump’s victory to his ability to arouse ugly passions in “a base of angry, often elderly, white men.”3

It seems there can be no political debate about the ways globalization has dramatically transformed the national economies of the West. Nor can these writers imagine that we must decide whether to trust the utopian promises of multicultural ideologies: that diversity will be our strength, for example, or that breaking down walls will promote harmony.

The mentality I encountered in that issue of the Financial Times—horror and disbelief rather than analysis and reflection—is widespread. The power of the postwar consensus makes it nearly impossible for educated people to accept its contingency—and its superannuation. Our leaders are profoundly loyal to the twentieth century, which is why my young friend’s plea for permission to live in the twenty-first is achingly urgent.

The West is careening toward crisis not because of a defect deep within modernity. Our troubles do not stem from William of Ockham, the Reformation, John Locke, capitalism, or modern science and technology. It is true that there are atomizing, deracinating, deconsolidating trends in modernity. Many historians, philosophers, and social critics have pointed them out. But it is always so. The fall of man left every civilization, every era under the law of entropy, which is why renewing shared loves and unifying loyalties is one of the primary arts of leadership. This is what we lack today. The distempers afflicting public life today reflect a crisis of the postwar consensus, the weak gods of openness and weakening, not a crisis of liberalism, modernity, or the West. The ways of thinking that became so influential after 1945 have become unworkable and at the same time obligatory. We need to recover the “we” that unites us, but the postwar consensus is an undying zombie. The West needs to restore a sense of transcendent purpose to public (and private) life. Our time—this century—begs for a politics of loyalty and solidarity, not openness and deconsolidation. We don’t need more diversity and innovation. We need a home. And for that, we will require the return of the strong gods.






CHAPTER ONE The Postwar Consensus


On October 1, 1990, George H. W. Bush addressed the United Nations General Assembly in New York. A veteran of World War II, the American president recalled “the fires of an epic war” that “raged across two oceans and two continents.” For the men who led the Allied forces and those who fought under them, preventing a return of global conflict was an overriding imperative. The leaders of the triumphant forces gathered in San Francisco in June 1945 to adopt the charter of the United Nations. As Bush recalled, their goal was “to build a new kind of bridge: a bridge between nations, a bridge that might help carry humankind from its darkest hour to its brightest day.”

The Cold War dampened the promise of those hopeful early days after Germany and Japan had gone down to defeat. The long struggle to contain Soviet aggression required the postwar generation to defer its hopes for the inauguration of a new era of global cooperation and peace. But the wheel of history turned yet again. “The Revolution of ’89 swept the world almost with a life of its own, carried by a new breeze of freedom,” Bush told the delegates gathered from around the world. Some still resisted the spread of liberty. Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had recently invaded Kuwait, annexing that sovereign nation in a manner reminiscent of Hitler’s aggression in the 1930s. Bush assured the world that the United States would not stand idly by. He promised to fight for “a new and different world.” Dictators would not be permitted to control the future. The president raised his eyes to take in a bright new horizon: “I see a world of open borders, open trade, and, most importantly, open minds.”

This charming formulation was not a novelty in 1990. It expressed the essence of the West’s postwar consensus. The history of the first half of the twentieth century seemed to speak for itself: German militarism and the seduction of aggressive nationalism caused World War I; in the social disorder that followed the armistice, Mussolini rose to power as the supreme leader of a paramilitary political party; Nazism combined anti-Semitic animus with a cruel ideology of strength; and, of course, communism governed in the Soviet Union for decades, feeding on the same totalitarian temptations. The inescapable lesson, most came to believe, was that war and destruction arose from close-minded modes of life and thought.

The consensus that Bush represented so ably at the United Nations held that to combat these evils and ensure that they never return, we must banish narrow-mindedness and cultivate a spirit of openness. Instead of dogmatic convictions and passionate loyalties, we need a spirit of critical questioning. Rather than reinforcing dominant social norms, society should loosen up and allow for greater freedom and experimentation. The “animal spirits” of the economy need to be freed from oppressive regulations; borders should be porous and open to commerce; and cultures need to expand their imaginative boundaries to welcome the contributions of new peoples. The world benefits from creative innovation, not conventional thinking. The spirit of openness, not dutiful obedience, is what we must cultivate.


The Open Society

George H. W. Bush was the quintessential establishment man. His views were moderate and conventional. When he praised open borders, open trade, and open minds, he was relying on an adjective that had acquired an entirely approbatory connotation in the postwar West. He could be confident that term would arouse warm feelings and evoke images of a peaceful and humane future.

The sources of Bush’s confidence ran deep. While World War II still raged, Karl Popper, a philosopher of science, worked to complete The Open Society and Its Enemies, a two-volume diagnosis of the civilizational madness that led to the global conflict.1 By Popper’s reckoning, civilization faces a choice. We can live in a tribal or “closed society,” characterized by deference to authority and the subordination of the interests of the individual to those of society, or we can break free from this “collectivist” impulse and build an “open society,” one that “sets free the critical powers of man.”2 The future of the West depends upon choosing the latter, Popper argues.

The enormous influence of The Open Society and Its Enemies in the decade following World War II seems, at first glance, improbable. The first volume is dominated by a detailed and highly critical, even abusive, interpretation of Plato, while the second volume treats Hegel and Marx with equal severity. Popper digresses into philosophy of science, metaphysics, and other abstract topics. His prose is full of “isms” and reads like a technical work of academic philosophy. But Popper structures his treatise to serve a clear political imperative, giving urgency to the twists and turns of his analysis.

The imperative is bracingly simple: Never again. Never again shall we allow totalitarian governments to emerge. Never again shall societies reach a fever pitch of ideological fanaticism. Never again shall the furnaces of Auschwitz consume their victims. This imperative—never again—places stringent demands upon us. It requires Western civilization to attain self-critical maturity with courage and determination, which Popper hoped to exemplify with his full-throated attack on Plato, the founder of our philosophical tradition. We must banish the strong gods of the closed society and create a truly open one.

One of the strong gods that the nations of the West must overcome is the nation itself. We are tempted to imagine our collective life as in some sense sacred, giving the community a rightful claim upon our loyalty. Popper regards this as “magical” thinking, a form of “anti-humanitarian propaganda.”3 Only the individual is sacred. The state has limited purposes. Its role is practical, not metaphysical and sacred. The job of government is “the protection of that freedom which does not harm other citizens.”4 This is not a simple task. Popper recognizes that harms are complex, and their prevention can be difficult, especially when one considers international affairs. But the challenge is technical and social-scientific, not cultural and political-philosophical. Good governance means allowing “the institutional technologists” to manage the machinery of the state so that it serves the interests of everyone impartially.5

Popper knows that there will always be “state-worshippers” and other proponents of “collectivism.” They are the cause of the world’s troubles. Such people must be dealt with firmly; anyone who relishes his homeland and its history is a “racialist,” according to Popper. The vice affects more than the German people. It is a present danger in every nation. One can see how Popper anticipates our own era and its paranoid rhetoric. If someone worries about the effects of immigration on his nation’s culture, he is xenophobic. If he organizes a political party that seeks to restrict immigration, he is a fascist.

But why would anyone become a “state-worshipper,” especially after witnessing the disastrous consequences of National Socialism? In The Open Society, Popper proposes a psychological explanation that has been widely adopted. Critical thinking is difficult to sustain, he observes. Intellectual adulthood can be painful. The same goes for the political maturity that embraces the duties of life in a culture of freedom. We feel a “strain,” Popper hypothesizes, when we live in a society governed by “democracy and individualism.”6 The “collectivist” proponents of a “closed society” promise something easier. They offer a more comfortable existence. Social authority, like paternal authority, is attractive to the insecure and fearful. Intimidated by the personal responsibilities freedom brings, we long for the security of obedience; we desire to “escape from freedom,” as the social psychologist Erich Fromm put it in the title of his influential explanation of the origins of Nazism published in 1941. The closed and tribal society is psychologically soothing and reassuring. It helps us avoid the tension of “an ever-widening field of personal decisions, with its problems and responsibilities.”7 We must strengthen ourselves against this temptation, Popper warns. We need to embrace our freedom with courage rather than deferring to authority out of cowardice. Only an open society can save us from the return of totalitarianism.

Popper appreciates the allure of the closed society. While Fromm focused on a psychological explanation, Popper sought to expose the intellectual sources of our tendency to give our loyalty to higher truths and greater powers. By his reckoning, the main streams of Western philosophy tempt us toward totalitarianism. The Greek tradition represented by Plato and Aristotle pursues what Popper calls an “oracular philosophy” that employs an “essentialist method.”8 The ambition of this kind of philosophy is metaphysical—to know the truth. And insofar as truth is known, it must be affirmed, which is to say obeyed.

Therein lies the danger. A metaphysically ambitious philosophy leads to “medieval authoritarianism,” with its hierarchical culture of command and submission.9 Popper sees any form of transcendence as implicitly totalitarian. The recognition of something higher than the individual sets up a suprapersonal authority. If I can know what it means to be human, then I have a standard by which to judge individual behavior, and it is just such a standard, Popper argues, that is characteristic of a closed society. Long before the invention of words such as “logocentrism,” Popper denounced strong truth-claims as threats to freedom and midwives of totalitarianism.

Against the possibility of metaphysical knowledge, Popper endorses the nominalism of William of Ockham, the fourteenth-century Franciscan who argued that concepts such as “human nature” are not essences but merely linguistic conventions (nomen, “name,” thus “nominalism”). By Popper’s way of thinking, a “methodological nominalism” must play an important role in the reconstruction of Europe.10 Its anti-metaphysical linguistic conventionalism, which prevents us from imagining we can grasp the truth with concepts, encourages modesty with respect to truth, a disposition we need if we are to develop an open society.

Popper theorized the progress of science in formal, procedural terms, trying to encapsulate it in the principle of falsification, which stipulates that beliefs, theories, and hypotheses can be held as true only if it is possible for evidence to come forth that can falsify them. In that sense, our theories are always tentative, never known as truth, strictly speaking, but only held as not-yet-falsified beliefs. Plato’s metaphysics does not rise to this standard, Popper argues, nor do Hegel and Marx’s theories of historical development. These seminal figures in the history of Western thought are “above” empirical testing, as are all other metaphysical or meta-historical theories.

The key to social progress is the restriction of truth-claims to those that are falsifiable, Popper insists, tossing out nearly all of what the West has regarded as religiously, culturally, and morally foundational. Thus he devotes a great deal of The Open Society to harsh criticisms of Plato and the metaphysical tradition more broadly. When informed social scientists are allowed to test their proposals in “free and open debate,” then and only then can we make social progress, improving the material conditions of our fellow citizens, perfecting democracy, and expanding freedom.

Although his framework is different, Popper anticipates John Rawls, whose political philosophy became influential toward the end of the twentieth century. Rawls insists that we should not govern society in accord with metaphysical claims (“comprehensive doctrines”). Justice as fairness rules out strong truths, he argues, differing from Popper, who rejects metaphysical claims because they are not open to empirical falsification. But the overall stance is largely the same. According to Popper, the strong truths are strong gods. They command our loyalty rather than being open to critical questioning and empirical falsification. As a consequence, they pose a threat to liberal norms. They are enemies of an open society. We need “public reason,” as Rawls would put it. This is an anti-metaphysical, procedural approach in which truth-claims are limited to what can be empirically assessed by those who have command of the relevant data. In Popper’s terms, we don’t need politics in the classical sense, which involves arguments about how we should live, for these arguments invariably outrun the domain of what can be subjected to social scientific analysis. Rather, our politics needs to “go small,” as it were. It should be scientific, not metaphysical. “A social technology is needed whose results can be tested by social engineering.”11

This seems to raise an important question: What is freedom for in a liberal, open society? Historically, the West has appealed to metaphysics and religion for answers. Popper is aware of this question, and he gives an existentialist answer of the sort that Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, and others would make popular in the early 1950s. We must accept the “strain” of freedom, the existential tension that comes from knowing that we must decide for ourselves the ends our freedom is to serve. It is up to us to define the truths that we need. As Popper emphasizes in italics, “Although history has no meaning, we can give it meaning.”12 This self-chosen path will require courage, but it is unavoidable, Popper argues. The very truth about reality itself depends upon us: “Facts as such have no meaning; they gain it only through our decisions.”13

Nietzsche thought it would take superhuman strength for someone self-consciously to give himself his own truth. Only a strong god—an Übermensch—can mint truths rather than discern and obey them. This is certainly not what Popper wants. His goal is modesty, not self-assertion. He therefore hedges, writing about “meaning” instead of “truth.” In this he is characteristic of the postwar era, which is deflationary when it comes to truth, not relativistic in a thoroughgoing way. Value-free facts alone constitute the domain of truth in Popper’s universe. Whatever we make of them amounts to “meaning.” We are the sources of our “value” terms, which are distinct from facts and truth. Knowing this to be the case should make us modest in asserting our “values,” which are only our opinions, after all. Popper thus neutralizes the strong god of truth, keeping it narrowly scientific. When we need a guiding and commanding language with which to govern our lives and set standards for society, we appeal to the weak god of “meaning.”

Like so much else in The Open Society and Its Enemies, the shift from truth to meaning is required by the Manichean political choice that the catastrophes of the first half of the twentieth century seemed to press upon the West: either an open society or Auschwitz. In the face of such a choice, the desire for transcendent truth, once considered healthy, becomes a dangerous temptation. According to Popper, the quest for a higher truth “is born of fear, for it shrinks from realizing that we bear the ultimate responsibility even for the standards we choose.”14 Since we often cannot endure the “strain” of freedom, we are tempted to invent truths and pledge our troth to them, setting ourselves on the road back to totalitarianism. The only way to avoid this trap is to adopt the double pattern of weakening—going small with a value-free, fact-based truth and satisfying the larger needs of the human heart with an ambiguous rhetoric of meaning.

Liberal and Progressive Adaptations

The two volumes of The Open Society and Its Enemies I have before me are a first edition, published in Great Britain in 1945 as Berlin lay in ruins and American soldiers liberated the Buchenwald concentration camp. The copyright page assures readers that the collective obligations of the war effort were observed: “This book is produced in complete conformity with the authorized economy standards.” A signature on the flyleaf indicates that it was bought by James B. Conant, the president of Harvard University and one of the top civilian leaders of the Manhattan Project, which produced the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. His discrete markings in the margins indicate that he read the book with interest, especially the passages in which Popper expounds his conviction that an “attitude of reasonableness” must be the basis for a democratic society.

Conant, like Popper, trusted in science and believed in the intellectual virtues of impartiality, vigorous debate, and close attention to empirical data. Both men were champions of democracy, which for them meant a liberal, open society. The authoritarian regimes in Germany, Italy, and Japan had been defeated, but they both worried that a resurgence of authoritarianism posed the greatest threat to Western civilization and its moral achievements. They were not alone. The Soviet Union’s aggressive stance in the aftermath of the war dramatized the ongoing threat of totalitarianism. Their counsel was vigilance in defense of the open society and a thoroughgoing cultural reconstruction to forestall the return of the strong gods.

Popper, perhaps more than Conant, was aware of the self-contradiction of this counsel. The intellectual foundations of the open society must not go too deep or exercise too powerful a hold over our imaginations lest the intrinsically authoritarian metaphysical tradition be awakened. The open society must be intellectually circumspect and self-denying, even when it comes to defending the sanctity of the individual, which the open society exists to promote. That sanctity must be asserted, but it cannot be defended in metaphysical terms.

The open society must be anti-metaphysical, though not in the doctrinal way that Nietzsche encouraged, for the assertion that truth is self-made is itself a strong claim, a heroic one, as Nietzsche recognized. Rather, the open society is the result of an ongoing critique and the rejection of strong claims of any sort. Popper offers exactly that in his accounts of Plato, Hegel, and Marx. Clearing the ground with his critique, he then occupies it with his own temporizing rhetoric, which alternates between fact-based truth and self-chosen meaning. In an open society, reason restricts itself to pragmatic, procedural, and data-driven analysis and argument, supplemented when necessary with “meaning” and other ambiguous terms. In this way, Popper hopes to encourage an enduring but non-metaphysical loyalty to the ideals of the open society.

Conant represented establishment American liberalism. Whether inspired by Popper or not, after World War II that species of liberalism moved in the direction of empiricism combined with a rhetorical defense of democracy and freedom that resolutely avoided their metaphysical foundations. As George Marsden explains in his account of postwar politics in the United States, The Twilight of the American Enlightenment: The 1950s and the Crisis of Liberal Belief, an older liberal consensus based on natural rights gave way to a liberal consensus about the importance of consensus.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a bestselling historian and establishment intellectual who did much to form governing opinion after World War II, outlined an American response to totalitarianism in his book The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom (1949). Capitalism and technology, he argued, release modern man from his traditional social bonds, leaving him homeless and atomized—a condition similar to Popper’s “strain” of freedom. Modern man, Schlesinger observes, is vulnerable to authoritarians who promise to restore national purpose or reestablish social solidarity around a collectivist economic model such as socialism. To meet this threat, Schlesinger proposes a liberal politics of mediation. True liberalism is committed to constitutional freedoms that protect the individual, but it also brings human intelligence to bear on capitalism, directing its creative power toward the common good. With this combination, Schlesinger promises to “restore the balance between individual and community.” A sense of solidarity based on widely shared prosperity rather than on the strong gods will allow us to achieve a stable common life consistent with the individualism of an open society. Although Schlesinger was writing about American society after World War II, much of what he prescribes has been the postwar project of social democracy in Europe as well.

What principles will maintain the balance between individual interests and communal purpose? None, as it turns out. Schlesinger and his liberal comrades believed the democratic West needed to enter a new phase of civic life. In the past, men fought over religious convictions and moral principles. In the twentieth century, these battles took rigid, ideological forms, leading to the disasters of militarism, fascism, and communism that brought war and misery to millions. Americans avoided this fate because our liberalism is based on pragmatism and empiricism, or so Schlesinger argued. New Deal liberals in America intuitively found their way to Popper’s conclusions. Responsible governance means discarding political ideologies and using the new social sciences to craft effective policies. Urban planning, economic management, and other technocratic enterprises were thought to transcend ideology because they were based on scientific rather than political principles.
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