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All men are created equal …


The Declaration of Independence, 1776


Who the hell do they think they are?


Heard on the street, 2010





NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER


Angelo Codevilla’s essay The American Ruling Class and the Perils of Revolution first appeared in The American Spectator in the summer of 2010. The reaction was immediate and overwhelming. As the publisher of the magazine, I wrote in the next issue, “We knew before it was published that Angelo’s piece was a tour de force, but we had no idea of the power his words would have on the American public.”


As soon as the issue found its way to our subscribers and onto the newsstands, we began to receive a tidal wave of phone calls, emails, and letters. “Required reading” we were told; “Essential,” “a must read,” and on and on. Two weeks later, we posted the piece on the Spectator’s website, producing another tidal wave of positive comments. Within days, Rush Limbaugh devoted his entire three-hour show reading and talking about it. “I very seldom use the word important,” said El Rushbo, “and Angelo Codevilla’s piece is important.”


Codevilla, who was tragically killed in an automobile accident in September 2021, redefined the American Elite, and it has remained redefined ever since. As Matthew Schmitz, Senior Editor of First Things, wrote in the New York Post, “Codevilla observed that Americans could no longer maintain the pretense of being equal citizens. They were now aware of being divided into two classes, rulers and ruled—a court party clustered around universities, urban hubs and the government bureaucracy lording over an unorganized country party attached to habits and regions that history seemed to have passed by.”


Codevilla expanded the piece, which was published in book form later in 2010. In this new edition, we offer Codevilla’s analysis of the American Elite together with a new, poignant introduction by Michael Anton, who makes clear that Codevilla’s analysis is more pertinent today than it was in 2010. We are confident that it will remain pertinent for years to come.


—Alfred S. Regnery


President, Republic Book Publishers





INTRODUCTION


AMERICANS HAVE LONG prided ourselves on living in a “classless society.” There is no aristocracy here, either formal—the Constitution specifically forbids titles of nobility—or informal. Anyone born to anyone, in any station, can rise to become anything—the archetypal example being a young man born in a Kentucky log cabin who rose to become the 16th president of the United States.


We also take pride in our rights, liberties, and republican-democratic form of government. We are all free, if not exactly to live as we please, then even better: to live in accordance with the dictates of nature and the word of God, without interference or imposition from busybodies claiming to know better.


Or so we boast.


These two boasts are connected. We are only free if and to the extent that America remains a classless society. As soon as some group or caste or clique begins to say “We know best, so do as we say,” and their orders are accepted, liberty breaks down. This is the situation we find ourselves in today.


America is no longer a classless society and Angelo Codevilla was the first to argue the point accurately and in detail. He was not, to be sure, the first to make the claim. Complaints that the country is dominated by an elite are as old as the republic. But nearly all either have missed the point or are deliberately disingenuous. In any society—even a classless one—there will always be an elite. The questions are: What are the criteria for membership? And, crucially: to what end do they exert their influence?


Note that I did not say “rule.” Even in quasi-aristocratic early America, when a small number of Carolina planters, Virginia squires, Philadelphia bankers, New York merchants, and Boston Brahmins dominated our politics, they nonetheless did not “rule” in the classical sense. Their positions depended on the favor the broadest electorate yet constituted in human politics—which is to say, on consent—and their powers were constrained by constitutional checks which they scrupulously observed. Or, if they didn’t, others did, intervening to ensure the preservation of liberty. This is not “ruling” in the sense of decreeing and being obeyed; it is governing a free people in accordance with their natural liberties.


But our two questions remain open. What were the criteria for membership in the old elite, versus the present one? Those quick to condemn the former and praise the latter will be equally quick to exclaim “Birth!” in the former case and exclude it from the latter. And certainly, the reason so many Adamses attained prominent positions was not solely owing to their talent—though talented they were. Yet while even in America birth conveys advantages (when and where has it not?), if birth in America meant quite as much as certain critics allege, it’s curious that no Washingtons (or Custises), or Adamses, or Jeffersons, or Madisons, or even Lincolns or Roosevelts dominate the scene today.


More to the point, each and every one of those great statesmen—and many others—could not count on their name or fortune alone to secure for himself (much less his posterity) positions of power and influence. All had to make their case to the people and success was not always guaranteed—as, for instance, not one but two Adamses learned the hard way. And for every entrenched east-coaster, there was a Jackson or Lincoln (or Trump!) waiting in the wings to sweep in on a wave of popular fervor.


As for the ends to which those old elites governed, this is the more decisive consideration. All societies have elites. In good or healthy ones, elites govern with the common good as their end; in bad or corrupt ones, they seek only their private advantage. Indeed, for Aristotle—arguably the first and greatest political scientist—this is the distinction between a good versus a bad regime.


Professor Codevilla was a political scientist in the Aristotelian vein. Which means, among many other things, that he was too wise to accept the facile and false distinction between “facts” and “values” which holds that no moral distinction (aka “value judgement”) can be simply true. In this understanding, there are no good or bad regimes, only governments liked or disliked, just as there can be no common good, only agreed-upon goals devoid of moral content. Good and evil are just preferences, and possibly irrational ones. All that political science can do is analyze, in a neutral manner, the competing claims of various peoples and states—to what end is unclear since, in this understanding, judgements are forbidden.


Angelo (if I may; I knew him since 1988) rejected all this not just on moral grounds but above all because, as a political scientist in the highest sense, he knew it to be untrue to the phenomena under analysis. Following his teacher Leo Strauss—himself summarizing a wise thought of Angelo’s other teacher Niccolò Machiavelli—Angelo “did not attempt to be neutral towards subjects the understanding of which is incompatible with neutrality.”


This is what allowed him not just to penetrate the heart of what the American regime had become but to pass judgement on it as a monstrosity, a perversion of what the founders bequeathed to us.


To return once again to our two questions, first, what makes one a member of the present ruling class? It is tempting to say “education,” but Angelo—a lifelong student and educator—rejected this answer as too generous. He liked to point out that a student in, say, 2010 was far less capable and knowledgeable than a student with an equivalent degree in 1960. This may sound like the griping of an old man unimpressed with “these kids today,” but—having met many educated in both the ’60s and the ’10s—I can attest that Angelo’s analysis was true to the phenomenon.


Hence Angelo identified credentialism, not education, as the true criteria for membership in the ruling class. The piece of paper and its pedigree matter far more than anything actually learned. And what is learned is not so much knowledge in the older sense but patterns of belief and behavior that make one fit to circulate among those already established in the ruling class.


More subversively, he showed that the present ruling class is at least as hereditary, and probably more so, than the alleged American aristocracy of decades past. Ruling class parents ensure their kids get into the right schools, join the right clubs, do the right activities, and associate only with the right sort of people. In this manner, they self-perpetuate no less than any medieval barons—and more than the old WASP establishment, which allowed its failures to fall out of favor and finally gave up their privilege as class (and which in any case dominated only in the Northeast). Our new ruling class, by contrast, flatter themselves that, since there is nothing officially hereditary about their position, this is “meritocracy.” Thus, by convincing themselves that they deserve their every privilege, they absolve themselves of responsibility for the wretchedness that their selfishness spreads.


“Never has there been so little diversity among America’s upper crust,” Angelo writes—using that hallowed word in its precise rather than its totemic sense. The diversity he means is genuine differences in thought, opinion, faith, interests, background, profession, and much else. Decentralized America used to have a much more broadly constituted population of elites, whose differences produced a certain humility about what they didn’t know and a reluctance to impose inflexible nationwide solutions on varied, localized problems.


The present ruling class lacks all such humility or circumspection. It knows it is right—about everything—and it will have its way (or the highway), constitutional, legal, and republican niceties be damned. This is why Professor Codevilla is right to call our present masters a “ruling class” rather than simply a grouping of elites. It is uniform in its habits, beliefs, and desires, and it acts as a bloc, one might say monolithically, to get its way on virtually everything.


Which brings us to the second question: to what end do they rule? It is a laughable to the point of absurd to claim that a ruling class whose priorities are outsourcing, open borders, financialization, toadying to tech monopolies, democracy wars, critical race theory, race riots, defunding the police, school closures, vaccine mandates, censorship, and cancellation cares in any way about the common good. Clearly, their overriding concern is for their private good. It is not hard to see how the above priorities, and many others, combine to enrich a few while despoiling tens of millions of others.


Angelo saw this clearly—and before almost anyone else. We all remember the Trump earthquake of 2015-16. But Angelo was there five years before, with a trenchant analysis of the ruling class that became this book.


Angelo and I had a few things in common. We’re both Italian—though he was born there whereas I can merely trace back my ancestry. We both had similar educations from many of the same teachers—though he actually got to study with Strauss, and with Harry Jaffa formally (before the latter’s forced retirement). Angelo also finished his PhD and went on to a distinguished career in academia. We both became Machiavelli scholars—though, with Italian as his native tongue, Angelo was able not merely to read and interpret but to translate the master into readable, idiomatic English that captures the thump and impishness of the original. We both worked for many years in what is now called the “deep state”—though Angelo made enough of an impact that, decades later, the security establishment was still licking the wounds he inflicted and had neither forgotten nor forgiven. We’ve both written books—though he wrote many more, including classics such as Informing Statecraft, War: Ends and Means, and The Character of Nations. We also shared a fondness for wine—though he grew grapes and actually made the stuff whereas I merely drink it. Including his wine, which I most recently tasted the night of his memorial service.


There was one other thing, directly relevant to this occasion. In 2016, Rush Limbaugh changed my life by reading, on the air, an essay of mine. By 2010, Angelo was too well-established to have his life changed in the same manner, even by someone with as great a reach as Limbaugh. But that year, Rush did the same for him, sparking nationwide interest in the thesis that Angelo then expanded into the present volume.


The Ruling Class, as you can see, is not long. It gets to the point quickly and, like Machiavelli’s Prince—which Angelo translated—contains nothing superfluous. This is a book that is maximally respectful of your limited time.


Its thesis is simple. America, which was founded as a classless society and whose founding institutions function properly only in the absence of rigid classes, now has a ruling class that rules for its private good and distorts our politics in the process. Contra the ruling class, Angelo posits a “country class” consisting, if not of everyone else, then at least of all who don’t directly benefit from (or think they do) ruling class depredations.


The country class is a potentially powerful force: numerous, wealthy in aggregate (if not plutocratically so), deeply tied to its communities, motivated to make change—or, really, for restoration of the old order. But it is, if not exactly leaderless, then certainly without a party to represent its interests.


Angelo wrote five years before Trump’s escalator ride, which he may be said to have anticipated if not exactly predicted. That is one way—and it is not a small way—the American situation has changed since he wrote.


But in at least one other, it has, depressingly, not. Or not much. A core theme of this little volume is the worthlessness of the Republican Party, its steadfast refusal to do much of anything for the people who vote for it coupled with its gleeful insistence on selling them out at every opportunity. The country class votes Republican less for Republicanism than against the ruling class. Trump changed that, but only a little—and it’s clear that he changed very few hearts or minds among Republican leaders, most of whom are waiting him out, hoping he will lose or otherwise disappear. As long as he’s around, they know they have to pretend to care about his voters’ (who are mostly also their voters) interests but their hearts are not in it. They long to return to business as usual: corporate tax cuts, deregulation, mass amnesty, and aggressive intervention abroad. The Chamber of Commerce agenda, cloaked in the mantle of “freedom.”


The Ruling Class is mostly analysis, but Angelo does make at least one rather large prediction—one I have long shared, though, characteristically, he got there first. The country class will not tolerate being partyless forever. So long as there are political parties that nominally have a shot at winning office and implementing their program, the country class will eventually demand one that fights for its interests. That party might be the Republicans, suitably reformed—or it might be something new. Either way, the status quo cannot go on indefinitely so long as even a veneer of free, consequential elections remains.


Trump was, and is, a partial manifestation of Angelo’s prediction. But one man—even one as influential as Trump—is not a party. Indeed, we may say that many of the Trump administration’s struggles stemmed from a lack of support, often amounting to outright opposition, from a party that should have been, but was and is not, committed to his program.


Twelve years on, the country class still doesn’t have such a party. I don’t think that’s because Angelo was wrong. I think it’s partly because the rise of Trump took pressure off the Republicans by convincing many country class voters that the party had taken a decisive turn toward their interests. And it’s partly because so much of the regime change that the ruling class has worked toward has already been accomplished, and they use their extraconstitutional power to maintain the illusion of genuine choice while blocking the emergence of the reality.


This cannot, as was said, go on forever. The only way out is a rejuvenation of the Republican Party or the founding of a new party that not only reflects country class interests but is capable of winning elections and wielding power, and is willing to use its power to rebalance our politics in ways respectful of country class interests. This will be (assuming it takes place) a brutal political fight. The ruling class will not lightly give up power, much less the looming prospect of absolute, unopposed power. It will fight with every means at its disposal, which are considerable, to retain its privileges. And in the process, it will attack (as it already does) all opposition as inherently illegitimate, undemocratic, and “white supremacist.”


The only way to avoid this fight is simply to give them what they want or, what amounts to the same thing, to fail to stand up to them. And that is, to be blunt, the other solution to our present predicament: to lie down and take it.


It remains to be seen which way the country class will go. As Angelo shows, the odds against restoration are long, the obstacles formidable, the opposition fierce. The country class is by and large apolitical—or at any rate, less political than the ruling class, which by definition lives for politics and loves to rule. The country class would prefer to be left alone and, if so left, would return the favor. But it will not be so left. The great, says Machiavelli, desire to command and oppress the people, who merely desire not to be oppressed. To fulfill its wish not to be oppressed, the country class will have to fight.


Will it? Angelo would have. Indeed, he did—right until his untimely end. He was sharp to the last and some of his best work was done well after The Ruling Class, but consistent with its themes. He painted a dark picture of what is coming our way if we don’t bring the ruling class to heel: in short, revolution, with all that entails.


He did so not in order to be dark, and certainly not because he was a dark person, but to bring his considerable wisdom and learning to bear as a warning. We would do well to heed him.


—Michael Anton





FOREWORD


THIS IS NOT another book about the political-social issues of our time. It offers no recommendations for legislators, executives, or judges on any “hot button” matter. Rather, it is a book about the massive fact that underlies all these issues and makes each a battlefield on which vie partisans of radically different Americas. It is about the fact that America now divides ever more sharply into two classes, the smaller of which holds the commanding heights of government, from which it disposes in ever greater detail of America’s economic energies, from which it ordains new ways of living as if it had the right to do so, and from which it asserts that that right is based on the majority class’ stupidity, racism, and violent tendencies.
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