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INTRODUCTION


The Rubble


In this book I shall indulge myself in one of civilized man’s most cherished privileges. I shall decry the decay of civilization.


I stand with Livy, who at the final hardening of Rome’s republican arteries, wrote that the study of his land’s history was the study of the rise and fall of moral strength, with duty and severity giving way to ambition, avarice, and license, till his fellow Romans “sank lower and lower, and finally began the downward plunge which has brought us to the present time, when we can endure neither our vices nor their cure.”


My heart goes out to the exile Dante, who loved his native city of Florence, with its old aristocratic modesty and gentility, and hated what it had become, a bustling center of money-making and bloodthirsty politics. Thus he has his great-great-grandfather, Cacciaguida, in Paradise, like any old Italian man rocking on his front stoop to this day, say of his now long-forgotten fellows:


          With these


          and others I saw Florence in repose,


          never a cause to shed a tear. With these


          I saw them lead a just and glorious life,


          townsmen who never saw some victor drag


          their lily backward in the field, nor strife


          Of party turn it red upon the flag.


Or I walk with the ancient Saxon poet of “The Wanderer,” whose principal experience in this world is the loss of what was once full of vigor and glory and gladness:


          He who thus wisely considers this wall, the world,


          and into our dark life casts his mind deep,


          his heart old and keen, calls back from long ago


          that wealth of slaughters, and utters these words:


          “Where has the horse gone? Where has the hero? Where are


          the hall-joys?


          Where the giver of gems? Where the gathering for feasts?


          Alas, the bright goblet! Alas, the burnished mail!


          Alas, the prince’s power! How that time has passed,


          now dim under the night-helm, as if it never were!”


After Rome was sacked in 410 by a frustrated glory-seeker, the German warlord Alaric, Saint Jerome wrote, “Who would believe that Rome, built up by the conquest of the whole world, had collapsed, that the mother of nations had become also their tomb?” I might say now, “Who would believe that the whole Western world, in whose image, for better or for worse, all nations seemed to hurry to refashion themselves, would collapse, not battered from without, but sagging into lethargy and indifference and stupor from within?”


Are the words too harsh?


Let me anticipate an objection that my own citations above must provoke. “People are always complaining about decline and fall,” someone will say, “but that does not mean that things are actually as bad as they believe. It is simply one generation’s way of complaining about the next. You are an inveterate laudator temporis acti, one who praises the time gone by, forgetting its evils and overlooking the virtues of the present age.”


There are two answers to the charge. One is that in any civilization, at any time, there will be some good things in decline, and so we will always need people who pull us up short, and say, “Perhaps the amalgamation of family farms into vast tracts of agribusiness is not an entirely good thing,” or, “Perhaps the nearly universal exodus of women from homes and neighborhoods into offices does not bode well for the homes and neighborhoods, and that is something we should consider.” In itself the radio is a wonderful thing, bringing great music and pleasant entertainment into millions of homes. It also precipitated the decay of music made by people themselves, from printed scores, from folk memories passed down over the centuries, and from sheer quirky inventiveness. In itself the television is a wonderful thing—why, you might watch a special on emperor penguins of the Antarctic and see the big fellows waddling about the ice, diving into the cold seas to fish, or settling their large eggs between their feet to keep them warm. But you may more likely waste countless hours in half-attention and not even know the name of that cheerful little gray bird with the crest pecking at the bark of some tree or other ten feet from your window.


More people watch baseball than ever before, in high-tech stadia, prickly with electronic pictures and lights and noise that are meant to be like injections of adrenaline, over and over. Fewer people play it. Every small town in the country once boasted its own baseball team; plenty of factories did, too. All that is gone, and nothing in a town’s common life has come to replace it. Rather, most of the things that were like it—town bands, playhouses, choirs, block parties, founders’ days, and so forth—are gone, too.


So there will always be some justification for those who warn about things passing away. But the second answer to the charge of exaggeration or intransigent nostalgia is more powerful. Sometimes entire civilizations do decay and die, and the people who point that out are correct.


Think of the incomparably lively centuries when the city-states of Greece were at their height, when the lyric poet Pindar, profoundly religious, wrote odes in honor of triumphant boys and men at the games of Olympus or Delphi, celebrating not a mere individual achievement, but the very history of the lad’s city and family, in the context of the ever-suggestive stories of the gods; when Athens invented drama itself, and Aeschylus, in the context of the new Athenian democracy, composed the Oresteia, the unsurpassed trilogy of blood-guilt and revenge, of dark passions that we must never ignore, of reasoned argument and the chance, never a certainty, that men can see through the murk of rage and selfishness and come to the straight and just decision. It was when the great statesman Pericles commissioned the building of the Parthenon, that clean and gleaming colonnade of Greek devotion and celebration—now in ruins, thanks to the Turks, who used it for an ammunition cache, exactly as if someone were to use the Bayeux Tapestry for a throw rug.


But having reached her peak, Athens was then absorbed into the empires of Philip of Macedon and his son Alexander and, two centuries later, Rome. She was still the schoolmistress of the Mediterranean world, even after her arts went into decline. The people of the ancient world came before the modern watershed: that which encourages us to believe that what is current must be superior to what is past. We apply what we see in the progress of technology to all other human endeavors, and fail to ask whether technological innovations themselves are always unmixed blessings, let alone whether, for example, modern art with its inhuman abstraction or its deliberate ugliness is really an advancement over what the great tradition had bequeathed to us. Modernity is all too often a cult of erasure and oblivion. The ancients still had memory.


They needed it, too. When the monks of the Rule of Saint Benedict built their monasteries across Europe, planting them even in the dark pagan forests of northern Germany and Ireland and England, they were outposts of memory. You might think that Christian monks would scorn the pagan past, trusting in an endless supercession. “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” asked Tertullian, and “What has Ingeld to do with Christ?” asked Alcuin of his monks in the time of Charlemagne when he found them still delighting in the heroic German sagas of old. But those memories lay like seeds in a fertile land in winter and would spring forth in a wholly new genre of song and story, the romances of Christian chivalry, of Arthur and Lancelot, of Roland and Oliver, of Tristan and Percival and Galahad.


Winter comes and goes in the affairs of men and nations and cultures, and if they are to survive at all they must plant seeds: they must remember. What happens if they neglect the planting?


Imagine a great manor house. The Weston family lives here.


First let us see the rooms.


We enter a spacious drawing room, with a great fireplace in the center and portraits of the family patriarchs and matriarchs on the wall. They have grown dark and dull with age. Soot from the fireplace and smoke from cigarettes have turned a scarlet sash to rusty brown and a bright green bonnet to something the color of lichen on the north side of a rock. Sir Peter Weston bears a whitish streak extending from his left eye to what looks like a medal on his chest. It could be the remains of oyster stew that one of the Weston boys flung at him in disgust. It could be bird droppings—for there are strange water stains in one corner of the ceiling, and it appears that the plaster there has long been pecked away. On each frame a silver plaque, tarnished black from sulfur in the air and from neglect, bears the now unreadable name of the portrait’s subject. Not one member of the current Weston household can tell you anything about the people up above, except that Lady Amelia was a feminist before her time, because she used to sneak out of the manor to carry on with a plowman in the village, and that Sir Pedicure led a Boy Scout troop with rather more interest than he should have, and that Miss Emmeline made a killing in the Caribbean slave trade, and so on; a few things tawdry, despicable, petty, gross, vile, stupid, and nasty; most of it exaggerated, and some of it downright falsehood.


Then we enter the library, with its high ceiling and large windows to the east and south and west that flood the room with light all hours of the day. A movable ladder on wheels runs along a track set eight feet from the floor, to allow access to a gallery that divides the lower half of the room from the upper half. Lord John Henry Weston, two hundred years ago, had the room built in this way. The lower half is stocked with books in several of the modern languages of Europe. They include novels, collections of poetry, histories, biographies, travelogues, and so forth. If you’re a nine-year-old boy and you want to read Humphry Clinker or Robinson Crusoe, or if you’re a little older and you want to read Pope’s translation of the Iliad, you can find them ready to hand. Or you can get lost there on purpose, as you might go forth into the woods on a sunny day, not knowing where the path will take you.


Lord John Henry devoted the upper half of the room to the upper half of knowledge and culture. There we find works in the ancient languages, Latin and Greek, and books dealing with philosophy, divinity, political constitutions, law, and natural science. The sermons of Lancelot Andrewes are there, near Erasmus’s edition of the New Testament in Greek and Hooker’s Ecclesiastical Polity. The legal writings of Coke and Blackstone are there, near Justinian’s Corpus Juris Civilis and the works of the Roman jurist Ulpian. Montesquieu, Bossuet, Pufendorf, and Grotius are there, and not just for decoration. Plutarch is there in the original Greek and in North’s sixteenth-century English translation. Homer, Virgil, Ovid, Horace, Hesiod—all the poets are there; the Hebrew Bible; various works by Augustine, Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa, Lactantius, Jerome. It was the library of a learned man interested in everything human and divine.


If you moved that ladder now, you would notice, in the channels of its wheels, a thick coating of grime and mold. There was a bad storm fifty years ago, and rain began to seep through some broken shingles on the roof, dripping down to the plaster ceiling. One corner of the room is quite gray-green with mildew. No one has done anything about it. If you open that edition of Horace from the Aldine Press, you will be greeted with a dank smell. Spots have begun to appear on the books wherever paper was exposed to the air. You let your hand rest on one of the shelves but then whisk it away at once, when you feel a strange grit lying all about—mouse dirt. In fact, some of the spines of the books have been gnawed through.


The library is not abandoned entirely, though. In one corner there’s a table heaped with glossy hardcover biographies of celebrities, like Elvis Presley and Jim Morrison. That’s also where the most recent children in the Weston family have stashed their old schoolbooks. Lately the family has taken to using the room for storage, so we also find, crushed against one another, old hat racks, trunks full of outworn clothing, souvenirs from a trip to Disneyland, a sideboard that was supposed to have been repaired but never was, and photo albums filled with pictures of people no one can any longer identify.


Then we go to the conservatory. It’s a pleasant sunny room, where the women of the Weston family spent many a happy hour. Believe it or not, there are still forty or fifty jars of conserves in a cabinet there, but nobody has touched them in many years. Nobody really knows any longer what is in them, and if you told them, they still wouldn’t know. What is “shagberry,” anyway? There is also a baby grand piano and shelves full of sheet music. The strings of the piano have been left untuned for so long their tension has slowly warped the frame meant to hold them, so that now the instrument is irreparable. Many years ago a Master Roland Weston decided to pound the keys with his fist to see what would happen. What happened was that he broke some of the carpentry, so that several of the keys simply lie flat, disconnected from their hammers. Master Roland got a pasting for that, but the piano was left as it was. Thousands of pages of music, most of it purchased from music stores and music publishers one song at a time, lie about collecting dust and dead flies. The Weston women used to play it all the time. No one can read it now.


Should we go to the ballroom? Lady Georgina Weston had it renovated with an art deco coffered ceiling, fashioned by a local Italian carpenter with a knack for floral designs. There is a stage at one end for the musicians. That is also where the Westons would occasionally put on a puppet show for the children. Nobody had any idea that the dances they all had learned from the time they were just little boys and girls would one day have faded from memory. It is true that a current Miss Jasmyn Weston takes lessons in modern jazz dance at a local studio; her movements are like those Salome might have performed before her lecherous stepfather, Herod, if Salome were a little less chaste and decorous. You can, of course, learn how to dance the old dances if you take a special course offered by a local dancing master with a taste running to the antique. It’s as if a boy could still learn how to play baseball if he went to a special baseball camp, or as if we all could still learn how to converse with our neighbors if we went on a special conversation retreat.


Then there’s the chapel. I need say no more.


That’s a private home. Do we want to go out in public?


I will now describe things I have seen with my own eyes.


Here is a state park that used to be thronged with people on a sunny weekend. I have seen photographs of the parking lot from sixty years ago. It features a strange geological phenomenon, the largest such in the world. You don’t want to go there now. The nervous man in the lone car in the lot is waiting for an assignation that has to do with either of two things. One of those is drugs, and the other one isn’t.


Here is a little grassy “park” with a nice bench and a flowerbed, set aside as a memorial to the high school that used to stand there. It isn’t that they built a new school somewhere else. Several towns consolidated their school districts into one and built a massive holding tank far from where anybody lives. Here is a building that used to be a Catholic parochial school. But the order of nuns who used to teach there were infected by a vicious strain of feminism, and the people of the parish could not afford to pay, or did not want to pay, the salaries of the lay teachers who had to replace them. The school, built by the very hands of the grandfathers of those parishioners, now serves for borough offices, complete with a jail. Here is a room in a Catholic high school. Its closet is filled with books in French and German. They have not been opened in forty years, and German is no longer taught there. Here is a church sold off to people who have turned it into a mattress warehouse. Here is a sandlot where boys used to play ball without adult supervision. You would never know that now.


Here is a playground built twenty years too late, so that by the time the land was cleared, the children who would have played there were grown up, and there weren’t any children to replace them, because people no longer have any, and the few they do have spend their hours in the company of their principal playmate and instructor, the television—or the computer, or the video game.


Here is what used to be the city’s vocational high school, for boys who wanted to learn a trade. It’s gone. This is the American Legion building, which used to be the terminus for the town’s grand Memorial Day parade. There has not been a parade in fifty years. This is a bandstand, for what used to be the town band. There is no town band. This is what used to be a parish hall, built by a priest with his own family money; it had a library, a billiard room, a gym, and a place for refreshments. It is gone, and nothing like it is in its place. This is a ball field, where the town’s baseball team—men, not boys—used to play against teams from other towns. There is no team. There aren’t really any towns, either, not if a town implies a community life. Here is a dam where older kids used to swim on summer days. No one swims there now. Here is a privately owned lake that used to sport pavilions for big family outings—for aunts and uncles and cousins. There are no more big family outings.


Enough. If tradition is the handing on of cultural and artisanal knowledge, and if we have taught ourselves in our smugness that we can dispense with it, then we will become cultural and artisanal incompetents. Your grandfather might be a repository of many generations of know-how—and I am not speaking principally of technological know-how. If you will not learn from him, from whom will you learn what he knows—from the pimply teenager next door? Inane actors on television? Teachers whose credentials are mainly in the new and improved Methods for Teaching but who do not know the subject they are supposed to teach? Newspapers? Advertisements on the walls of a bus? Politicians? Bubble gum cards?


Sometimes the name of a thing remains long after the essence has been lost. In that case, people will still say that they do this or that, without knowing that in large part it is no longer true. People still get married, for example. Not many, as it turns out. Unmarried men who shack up with women tend to be irresponsible, unproductive, and aggressive; unmarried women who shack up with men tend to be selfish and prodigal and to want Big Daddy the government to take the same care of them that fathers and husbands used to take. But those who do marry no longer seem to know what it is that they are doing. Is it for keeps, or not? What happens when children start arriving? What’s a husband supposed to do? What’s a wife supposed to do?


We are incompetent in the ordinary things of life. We divorce more readily than we sell houses, yet for some reason we believe that we possess great wisdom as regards men and women that our benighted ancestors did not possess. We raise sons who are not weaned at age twenty-five, yet for some reason we have contempt for the old institutions that used to turn boys into men. We raise daughters who emulate well-paid whores, but who do not actually make the money that the whores make, and yet we persist in believing that only in our time has a girl had half a chance to live a decent life. We are in debt over the eyeballs, we cannot make ends meet even on two incomes, and yet we hug ourselves for being “liberated,” looking with pity on a grandmother who in a single day did fifty skillful things for people she loved, rather than spending eight hours fielding phone calls in an office or scraping plaque off the teeth of strangers, while wearing goggles and a face mask to guard against dreadful infections from their blood and spittle.


Every single pagan philosopher of the ancient world said that if you wanted to be free, you had to learn the hard ways of virtue and that the worst form of slavery was slavery to your own appetites. That is what the founders of the United States also believed. That is what Christian preachers used to preach. That is what we have repudiated or forgotten, so that now we look to a massive central government for everything. It tells you what proportion of male and female athletes you have to have in your school. It tells you that you have to buy a certain form of medical insurance. It tells you that you have to bake a cake to help sodomites celebrate their mock marriage. It now bids fair to tell you what toilet you have to let a transvestite use—or a transvestite “inside,” a man wearing men’s clothing on the outside but a frilly skirt on the inside, in his “identity,” a wraith conjured up by his own imagination. It tells you what you may say and what you may not say, on pain of being prosecuted for hate—not for an act, but for an attitude.


If your uncle gives you a magnificent Rolls-Royce, and a year later he wants to see how you have done with it, and you show him a tangled mess of metal and rubber, caused not by a freak accident but by your habitual misuse, he will naturally conclude that you are incompetent to own a Rolls-Royce. We were given a republic that guaranteed a wide berth for liberty and for local oversight of local matters, with the central government reserved only for matters that were truly national. We now have what every single one of the founders, federalists and anti-federalists both, would have considered tyrannical. It is a tangled mess.


So we need to clear out the garbage, admit our errors, and rebuild. That requires humility, patience, and determination. But nothing else will do. When your only choices are repentance or oblivion, you repent. It is time to get to work, and that is what this book is about.









ONE


GIVING THINGS THEIR PROPER NAMES:


The Restoration of Truth-Telling


When the Lord God had made ha adam, the Man, out of the dust of the earth, He brought to him all the living creatures one by one, and whatever the Man would name them, that would be its name. It is a delightful and extraordinary moment. God has spoken the universe into being, and has declared it all good, very good, and has consummated His creation by establishing the joyous Sabbath. It suggests that the pulsing heart of the universe is a liturgy, a worship-work.


And then the Lord, who has made Man in His own image and likeness and given him dominion over all of the creatures He has made, now gives him his first opportunity to exercise that dominion. Granted, it is not the same thing to name the creatures as to create them, but in giving them their names, man enters into an intellectual and aesthetic and personal relationship with them. It is the first instance of language and art. Adam names them according to what he sees in them: he calls them. The Creator allows His creature to be a poet, a “maker,” and Adam’s act of naming is not arbitrary or tyrannical or demonic or deceitful, but true.


We know what happens soon after. The first temptation is a bald lie, a corruption of words. It is the first example of indirection: “And hath God said?” the serpent says to Eve, with mock incredulity and a feint towards sympathy with man, attributing deceit to God Himself. Our original sin, as the sacred author presents it, is not that we were taught how to make fire, which was why Zeus punished Prometheus, or that we were making too much noise for the petty gods to bear, which was why the Mesopotamian deities decided to drown us all in a great flood. Our original sin was a failure to see things as they were. It was to believe a lie. If the shrewd Confucius is right, that the beginning of wisdom is to give things their proper names, then the beginning of folly is to put any stock in the wrong names.


We have no choice now but to live in a world whose governments and most successful businesses are mills for the mass production of deceit. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn lived in a particularly horrible deceit-mill, the Soviet Union. Their lies sent him to the Gulag labor camps in Siberia. To suffer persecution at the hands of the liars is one thing. But to live the lie is another. We must not only refuse to give credit to the lie. We—and our children—must refuse to utter the lie, or to use its language.


Why Do We Lie?


No one ever takes a picture of his son’s first lie.


Why does the child lie? We all know. He lies because he broke the cookie jar when his mother told him to leave it alone. She lies because she teased her baby sister and made her cry, when her mother told her to be nice. Children lie to hide the bad things they have done. So does everyone else.


When Adam and Eve have eaten the fruit of the forbidden tree, they feel for the first time that they must obstruct knowledge, that they must obfuscate. They begin by concealing themselves from one another, and then they try to hide from God. Their language is indirect. Adam first passes the blame to Eve, perhaps hoping that all the punishment will light upon her and insinuating that God was to blame for making her in the first place. Then Eve passes the blame to the serpent. Milton sums up their state in words whose concentrated insight is unsurpassed:


          Up they rose


          As from unrest; and each the other viewing,


          Soon found their eyes how opened, and their minds


          How darkened; innocence, that as a veil


          Had shadowed them from knowing ill, was gone;


          Just confidence, and native righteousness,


          And honor from about them, naked left


          To guilty shame: he covered, but his robe


          Uncovered more.


The most revealing thing about us is that we conceal: we tell lies.


We tell them to hide from others and ourselves our wrongs and our failures. We tell them to manipulate and fool others into doing what we want. We tell them to destroy our enemies. And then the lie enters the common language like a small cancer, growing quietly and assimilating what should have been healthy tissue to itself. We must not tell lies. We must not even speak the lie’s language.


This is no simple matter. Sincerity has nothing to do with it. Adolf Hitler was sincere: he believed what he said, and he was still one of the most thorough liars in the twentieth century, which is saying a great deal. That is because the lie had coiled itself around the convolutions of his mind, so that he could no longer distinguish truth from falsehood. Most slogans are lies, as George Orwell tried to teach us. Orwell understood that the foundation of tyranny is the corruption of language. He knew whereof he spoke. During the war he worked at the British Broadcasting Corporation, an experience he then used as the basis for the Ministry of Truth in his novel Nineteen Eighty-Four. The Ministry of Truth is in the business of destroying evidence of things that have actually happened, sending it down the “memory hole,” and crafting cunning lies in debased and simplistic language for widespread consumption by viewers of the state-controlled television. Journalism, that is.


Malcolm Muggeridge, a friend of Orwell and a truth-teller also, wondered in a bemused way what the English Left would do after the Ribbentrop-Molotov accord, when it became known that the Russians were aiding and abetting Hitler and the Nazis. Would they then disown the Soviets? Would they experience a crisis of conscience? How long would that crisis last? A day or two, it seems. They flipped on a dime: Hitler and the Nazis were now not so bad after all. When the Russians and Hitler fell out, and the Russians joined the Allies, then they flipped again. Orwell put it nicely in Nineteen Eighty-Four. A government speaker is literally in mid-oration, about to condemn the enemy, Eurasia, when somebody runs up to him and delivers him a written message. He reads it and revises his speech accordingly: Eastasia is the enemy, and Eurasia is the ally. Oceania is at war with Eastasia: Oceania has always been at war with Eastasia. And he actually believes what he is saying. That is the lie at its most potent. It is the snake in the brain.


Of course, so long as we remain human, we must still have in us some sense of the truth, however choked or smothered it may be. Then the lie involves a suppression or perversion of our very humanity. A still small voice within whispers to us, “It is not true. You know it is not true. Oceania has not always been at war with Eastasia. Two and two do not make five. A child is not better off at a day care center where no one loves him than at home with his mother. Watching porn is not mere recreation. Your vote does not have any more impact than that of a grain of sand against a cliff. A life in which you do not know your neighbors is not more human than what your grandparents enjoyed.” And so forth. The still small voice must be drowned out under noise. The louder and more persistent the lie, the more egregious is its falsehood. People do not host parades to celebrate parking in a no-parking zone.


We must not accept the terms of the lies. A few of us may have to speak in the lie’s argot just to engage the liars and the gulled in conversation. The rest of us should not speak or think in it at all. We want neither to manipulate nor to be manipulated. We want to acknowledge our wrongs, an acknowledgment that presumes that there are wrongs, and that there is a moral truth independent of our judgment, to which we must conform ourselves.


Are We a World of Liars?


In a word, yes.


It is almost impossible in the modern world not to accept lies as a matter of course. We are told that a woman can make as good a soldier as a man. Except for the rare amazon, that is a lie. Americans are told, by justices whose business it is to know the truth, that the Constitution forbids capital punishment (it presumes that capital punishment will be exacted for certain kinds of crime), that the Constitution forbids prayer to open a public meeting (the drafters of the Constitution began their meetings with prayer), that the Constitution upholds a right of privacy in matters sexual (the Constitution does not mention “privacy” at all), that the Constitution allows Congress to pass laws requiring individuals to make certain purchases for their own good (the drafters of the Constitution had a word for that sort of thing; it was “tyranny”), and so on. The justices know quite well that it is all an elaborate pretense. They know they are building falsehoods upon falsehoods. Justice Sandra Day O’Connor once admitted that the notorious Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion across the land was decided incorrectly, but she was loath to take back the lie. We had to continue to pretend that it really was a constitutionally licit decision, even though it was not, because a generation of women had predicated their economic lives upon it. In other words, lies apparently shade into truth with age. Or lies become truth when they come with the goods.


Actually, they do no such thing. With age, the lies show themselves to be more hoary and monstrous than ever, and that is why you have to lie more flagrantly, to cover yourself for the lies you have already told and do not want to retract. “Sin will pluck on sin,” says Macbeth, deeper in evil than he had ever intended to be. The goods they seem to deliver come with hooks and barbs.


I am a Roman Catholic. The essence of what I am to believe is contained in the Nicene Creed, which I can recite at a reflective pace in one minute. Our world today is far more demanding than the bishops at Nicaea were. I am to believe a vast array of outlandish lies, and woe unto me if I do not bend the knee and kiss the liar’s sandal! “Family structure doesn’t matter.” “Sex is biological, but gender is social.” “The feminist movement is about equal opportunities for women.” “The Indians were peace-loving people, close to nature, and benevolent to everyone.” “The world is now warmer than it has ever been, and we are all going to fry like eggs on a skillet unless we cede control over all actions that use up energy”—which is to say, all human actions whatsoever—“to a centralized world bureaucracy.” “Religion is the cause of almost all wars.” “A million people were burnt at the stake in the Middle Ages.”


It isn’t just the sheer multitude of the lies, or their weight, like a mudslide rumbling down the side of a two-mile-high volcano. It is that we really do not expect people to do anything but lie. As I write these words, Hillary Clinton, probably the most vulgar, insecure, vindictive, and malevolent human being ever to be nominated by a major party for the presidency, seems to have a better than even chance of winning the office. That is despite a long career of lying in the most outrageous and the pettiest ways. Perhaps her most stunningly inhuman lie came—for she has been lying for so long, it is hard to attribute conscious agency to her—came, I say, on the morning after the murders of American diplomats in Benghazi, when she gave the mother of one of the murdered soldiers a straight look and assured her that a certain insignificant filmmaker in California, who she knew had nothing at all to do with the attack on the consulate, would be brought to justice. How you do that to someone who has just lost a child, I do not know. Her mendacity is not really in dispute. It isn’t just the people who oppose her who say she lies. Her supporters know it well too, and don’t care, because they want the things that her lies are meant to secure for them. She is their liar.


But the past century has been awash in lies. We err if we assume that things were always so. The spirit might have been willing enough, but the technology was weak. A town crier simply cannot spread lies continually and from one end of a nation to the other. Mass education, what Muggeridge called the “great fraud and mumbo-jumbo of the age,” can do it, as can mass media. It is what they are for, really. Muggeridge said that he was conscious of having been governed throughout his life by a long miserable series of buffoons and liars. The joke in the old Soviet Union was that there was no Pravda (Truth) in Izvestia (The News), and no Izvestia in Pravda. Is the New York Times much more honest? Walter Duranty, whom Muggeridge actually liked as a human being while calling him “the most accomplished liar I have ever met,” helped to bolster Stalin’s image by reporting that no, there was no starvation in the Ukraine and that the forced collectivization of farms was proceeding just fine. Was it five or six million people whom Stalin slew in the Ukraine? People were eating human corpses, it had gotten so bad, and what had been one of the richest areas in the world for the growing of grain was turned into a wilderness of weeds, idle machinery, and death. Duranty won the Pulitzer Prize for his reporting, a prize the Pulitzer Board has never withdrawn.


We now know, from the confessions of one of the fabricators (Dr. Bernard Nathanson) and the boasts of another (Dr. Alan Guttmacher) that the statistics upon which the Supreme Court based its infamous decision on abortion were just made up—for example, that a million American women had died from illegal abortions. How far wrong was that statistic? It is like saying that three decades ago the earth’s temperature was five hundred degrees, or that a human skeleton had been discovered at another Piltdown, measuring a hundred feet in length. The lies have been amply documented. Has anyone other than the repentant Dr. Nathanson of blessed memory hung his head in shame and recanted? Or do any legal experts say, “It disgusts us to have to endure this decision, based as it was on sheer mendacity”? No, never. The lies are our lies. Harvey Milk was an openly homosexual politician in San Francisco, assassinated along with the mayor. His assassination had nothing to do with his sexual predilections. Mr. Milk was also a serial predator of teenage boys. That will get you a Hollywood movie and actual “religious” icons, featuring the man with a halo. They will name a street after you. They will produce daft picture books of Mr. Milk, dressed and not tumescent, for the consumption of little children in school. The lies are our lies.


Do we any longer have a sense of honor? What does it mean when we make a solemn promise? I know of several abandoned spouses—wives or husbands of adulterers—who have lost custody of the children, possibly because being abandoned by a lying and cheating lout or whore has the tendency to make you angry, and anger does not play well in court. How is this possible, unless we really no longer expect people to tell the truth and to abide by their promises? King Lear could cry out upon false judges who commit the very crimes for which they condemn others. We go farther than that. We have judges who commit the very crimes for which they reward others.


Here we encounter the weakling’s objection. “You can’t judge others,” says the weakling, crooking his finger, or cocking her head knowingly, like an intelligent retriever, “because you don’t know what you would do unless you were in the same situation. You don’t know how trying it is.” And then comes the list of unexpected evils and disappointments, and the dry handkerchief dabbing at the eyes. I make no boast about what I would or would not do. I insist instead, if I prove myself to be on the verge of breaking a solemn promise, that other men hold me to it, just as a corporal orders the recruit to remain at his station, and his buddies make sure he does. Nobody knows what the battlefield is like until the bullets fly and the grenades explode. That is precisely what vows are for. “I promise to be true so long as it is convenient to me” is not a promise at all. It is itself a lie—a mock promise.


Am I being too harsh here? Let us ask ourselves this simple question. When was the last time you heard someone admit to a lie without legal compulsion and without making excuses or attempting to shift the blame onto someone else? When was the last time you heard of someone’s conscience compelling him to come clean? When was the last time you heard someone say, “I am going to break a promise, and break some hearts in doing so. Please pray for me, because I will need it, as I am entering with eyes wide open into the valley of the shadow of death. Naturally I will resign from all my positions of public influence and trust.”


We must become tellers of truth again—and people who are willing to hear truths, too, especially when it hurts to hear them.


Clear Your Mind of Cant


Here is a first step.


One of the most powerful influences upon my thought when I was young was Joseph Boswell’s Life of Johnson. If Samuel Johnson had been born in our time, he would have had the genius drugged out of him by the various pharmaceutical enemies of boyhood; he might be finger-painting with Einstein and Mozart in a group home or a reformatory. But in the eighteenth century his peculiar sensitivity and his many obsessions made him more human, not less; more apt to perceive the motives and the feelings of others, because he had been so accustomed to confronting the darkest and worst of his own self. Johnson was like a lone gladiator in the arena, said Boswell, standing up against the beasts when they came lunging from their cages.


One day Boswell expressed a wish to be in Parliament but noted, “Perhaps, sir, I should be the less happy for being in Parliament. I would never sell my vote, and I should be vexed if things went wrong.” “That’s cant, sir,” replied Johnson. “It would not vex you more in the House than in the gallery: public affairs vex no man.” He explained, “I have never slept an hour less, nor ate an ounce less meat” because of a vote in Parliament, and he urged his friend, “clear your mind of cant.”


There is a form of cant that we call “small talk,” useful in polite conversation. “You may talk as other people do,” Johnson told Boswell, “you may say to a man, ‘Sir, I am your most humble servant.’ You are not his most humble servant. . . . You may talk in this manner; it a mode of talking in society: but don’t think foolishly.”


I believe now that the “higher cant” is too dangerous even for small talk, because we will inevitably end up thinking in its terms. Words like democracy, diversity, equality, inclusivity, marginalization, misogyny, racism, sexism, homophobia, imperialism, colonialism, progressivism, autonomy, and many others my readers might name are simply terms of political force and have no real meaning anymore. Some of them never had any meaning to begin with. Do not wash your food in chlorine. Do not sprinkle your thoughts with poison.


The cant is everywhere—on television, on the radio, in newspapers and magazines, on billboards, in advertisements of all kinds, in the doctor’s office, in your school (very little else is in your school), in many a pulpit (alas), and on the lips of almost everybody you will meet.


This is not the common talk of ordinary people in ordinary times. When the fishermen on an old schooner set down for the night, they did not talk about democracy, diversity, equality, inclusivity, and the rest of the nonsense. They talked about their work: the sea, good spots for cod or halibut, the ropes, the bad food, sails that needed repair, what ports they had visited, and what they saw and did there. They talked about home, their children, the woman waiting for one of them in Saint John’s, various misadventures with the police. They talked about human things. They might sing songs, or play cards or chess or checkers, or whittle scrimshaw. If one of them did launch into political cant, he’d be roared down by the others or have a shot of whiskey splashed in his face.


You have to be educated into cant; it is a kind of stupidity that surpasses the capacity of unaided Nature to confer. Mass phenomena do the job, so that when you see someone whose brains have been addled by cant for a long time, say a politician, it is as if you were watching a puppet flapping its mouth while a ventriloquist made it say democracy, diversity, equality, inclusivity; you might provide the words yourself if you were in a mischievous mood. Try it someday. When you find a canting politician or journalist or commentator on television, turn off the sound and supply the words. There is no mind there, only a predictable drone of empty words where a mind used to be.


Here is a quick and generally reliable rule to follow. If people have always said it, it is probably true; it is the distilled wisdom of the ages. If people have not always said it, but everybody is saying it now, it is probably a lie; it is the concentrated madness of the moment.


People are especially prone to cant when they describe their feelings in public. When someone says, “I am offended by that remark,” the first thing you must think, in our time, is that the remark has broken upon the person’s day like the bright sun through a week of rain and gloom. An owl is not offended by the little field mouse; it is just what the owl is on the lookout for. If the offended person loses any sleep that night, it will not be for sorrow, but for delightful dreams of vengeance and public displays of virtue. The cannibal rolls up his sleeves and whets the knife. For truly tolerant people are hard to offend. They do not seek occasion to bring others into ill repute. They do not put the worst construction on someone else’s words or deeds.


When someone says, “I am truly saddened by the words of my political opponent,” or philosophical opponent, or theological opponent, or whatever, it is almost always a lie. A chess player is not saddened when his opponent plunks his queen down in just the place for a deadly fork. He can hardly believe his eyes. So it was that Joab, catching Abner with his guard down, took him aside for a nice chat, and that was the end of Abner (2 Samuel 3: 23–27).


Nature and Vacuums


The lie rushes in to fill up the void left by truth in retreat. When people lose their faith in God, for example, they do not then believe in nothing. It is as Chesterton said. They commence believing in anything, usually the nearest and biggest thing, the gross power of the state to solve all human problems. Or they begin to worship their own most powerful physical and emotional drives. Or they worship what they wish would be the biggest thing in the world, themselves. Self, sex, and the state, the three most obvious substitutes, or the three together, the three-poisoned god. All you need to do to determine what a people worship is to look at their parades. For us in the West now, the parade isn’t a procession on the feast of Corpus Christi, with everyone in the village lining the streets to pray and sing Pange, lingua, gloriosi as the priest passes by with the Sacrament. I do not need to mention what our parade now is, who the priests are, what they celebrate, what language they use, how they are robed (or disrobed), what they ingest, and what brings so many people to watch.


The point here is that the lie cannot be defeated by a vacuity. It has to be defeated by truth. But since we are embodied souls, the truth we are seeking must not be merely abstract. An ax cannot compete against a Sherman tank, unless the Sherman tank is an abstract tank, an idea of a tank; the ax can smash that sort of tank all the time. Therefore we have to immerse ourselves in things: trees, stars, mud, grouse, hay, stones, brooks, rain, dogs, fire; and the manmade things closest to the human hand and its work: hammer, shovel, paintbrush, wrench, wheel. The poet Gerard Manley Hopkins is my inspiration here:


          Glory be to God for dappled things,


          For skies of couple-color as a brinded cow;


          For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim,


          Fresh fire-coal chestnut-falls, finches’ wings,


          Landscape plotted and pieced, fold, fallow, and plough,


          And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.


It is hard to go completely mad if you spend your free time being free and accepting the free bounties of the world round about. Consider the conversation of human beings before the advent of mass media. A boy could grow up and never see anything obscene at all; where would it come from? Something puerile scrawled on the side of an outhouse? Meanwhile, the boy would roam the village or the woods and learn things, learn about things, every day. I have been reading the letters of Dr. Horatio Robinson Storer, who was the leader of the movement for the reform of abortion laws in nineteenth-century America. He wanted to bring those laws into harmony with scientific discoveries and with the clear moral law. Of course, at that time it meant that since the embryo was obviously alive and human in genus and species, an independent self-organizing entity needing the mother for shelter and nourishment but not a biological part of the mother or an inert thing inside her, the law and social customs would have to respect the fact. No slogans allowed. Abortion was plainly the killing of a human being.
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