
Irving Kristol

ON THE CHARACTER 
OF THE AMERICAN POLITICAL ORDER

It is an interesting, if rather peculiar, fact about writings on the American political 
tradition that they are mainly what I would call Manichaean. Manichaeanism was 
a heresy of the early Christian cen turies which held that the world was divided 
between a good god and a bad god and that the history of the world was the history 
of their conflict. It was a dualistic vision of reality and human history. Such a du-
alistic vision seems to be dominant in most interpretations of the American politi-
cal tradition. Indeed, almost from the beginning, we have perceived the American 
tradition in terms of aristocrats versus republicans, the people versus the oligarchy, 
republicanism versus democracy, progressives versus the “special interests.” From 
reading these dualistic interpretations of American history and American poli tics 
one would think our history has been particularly bloody, tumul tuous, and ambigu-
ous. That is not the case.

Our history has been, by most reasonable, let us say historical, standards not 
particularly tumultuous; and the American people seem never to have been torn 
by conflicting interpretations of the American political tradition, though scholars 
may be. Even our very bloody Civil War had surprisingly little affect on the course 
of American history. If one were to write an American history textbook with the 
chapter on the Civil War dropped out, to be replaced by a single sentence to the ef-
fect that slavery was abolished by constitutional amendment in 1865, very little in 
subsequent chapters, as now written, would need revision. The Civil War had even 
less effect on the American political tradition, since there never really was a dis-
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tinctively southern political tradition, nor did the war give rise to one. A textbook 
on American intellectual history could safely ignore the Civil War, were it not for 
the fact that one feels it to be almost sacrilegious that so much suffering should be 
so barren of consequence. The Civil War was and is a most memorable event—but 
not any kind of turning point in American history.

My thesis, in a nutshell, is that the American people have always understood 
the American political tradition in an instinctive way, whereas scholarly interpreta-
tions inevitably tend to emphasize one aspect of this tradition at the expense of all 
others. When I say that I think the American people have an instinctive understand-
ing of the American political tradition, I mean that it is, as it were, “in their bones.” 
I mean that almost literally. If we transported two or three thousand Americans to 
Mars to establish an American colony there and then left them alone, what would 
they do? They would do exactly what the original settlers of the West and the South 
did. They would behave like Americans. The first thing they would do is build  
a school. The second thing they would do is build a church. The third thing they 
would do is go out and make money. And the fourth thing they would do is have 
elections and form political parties—and fight like hell. They would just clone the 
American political process out there on Mars. In fact, if you look at the history of the 
settling of the West, you find a group of people—not all of them, by the way, native-
born Americans, but it did not seem to matter—who all behaved in pretty much the 
same way, who established more or less identical villages which then became more 
or less identical cities.

So the question I wish to address is: what is the American political tradition as 
it is in practice, apart from all theoretical arguments about it? Of course these argu- course these argu-course these argu-
ments are very valuable. I really do not want to sound philistine; it is very important 
to study those arguments. But what I want to do is look at the American political 
tradition as it exists within American attitudes, within the American mind, within 
American habits of behavior, within, to put it in a cliché, “the American way of life.” 
This is a cliché that has a lot of meaning, one which sums up all of the very different 
elements that go into making the American political tradition, as this tradition is ap-
prehended by the American people. It is an extraordinarily mixed tradition. That is 
why it is possible for analysts to seize one aspect of it, for instance, the fact that it is 
capitalist, or that it is democratic, or that it is republican, and decide that is the basic 
aspect. Whereas the truth is that the American political tradition is simultaneously 
democratic, republican, capitalist, federal, and other things as well. It is, moreover, 
a political tradition whose roots are to be found in a Protestantized version of the 
Judeo-Christian tradition. I would like to take those elements of this mixture one by 
one, and see what they are.

‘Democratic’ is relatively simple. Ours is a political system and a political 
tradition that says that ultimately the will of the people will prevail. Ultimately, not 
instantly, because the will that is to prevail is presumed to incorporate the consid-
ered judgment of the people. 
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Hence the separation of powers, the decentralization of authority, and the 
slow, cumbersome legislative process.

Moreover, because it is a democratic system, it is a system that prizes equal-
ity. But what does equality mean in the American political tradition? It means, to 
begin with, equality before the law. There is no question about that. It also means 
social equality; that is to say, a classless society, which we have. Many of us have 
studied sociology and have heard that we do not have a classless society. Sociol-
ogy professors explain that we are really divided into four classes, seven classes, 
twenty-two classes, depending on what mode of analysis they use. But surely if 
we need a sociologist to tell us whether or not we live in a class society, then it is 
certain we do not live in a class society. People who live in class societies know 
how many classes there are, and know exactly where they are within any particular 
class. There is no secret about it; it is the most obvious and important thing in any-
one’s life. The simple fact is that American society today is, in any reasonable sense 
of the term, a society of social equality. This does not mean economic equality. 
Social equality, not economic equality, is what our version of democracy is about.

Here, again, we can be misled by some learned men. My favorite learned 
misleader is Thorstein Veblen. He was an enormously gifted man who probably 
wrote more nonsense about America than any other gifted man in our history. Ve-
blen’s best known nonsense, about “conspicuous consumption,” is studied soberly 
in sociology courses. By now the term has passed into the language. But if there 
is any fact that is obvious about the United States, it is how little conspicuous 
consumption there really is. I can prove this. Observe any stranger, and guess his 
income, or how wealthy his family is, or what his social “class is. The fact is, you 
cannot. Almost all students are wearing blue jeans. You cannot tell what their in-
comes or backgrounds are. As for adults, go out to the parking lot. Can you really 
tell how much money a person has from his automobile? Professors drive foreign 
automobiles, businessmen drive American automobiles, and that’s about all there 
is to say. If you see a Cadillac driving down the street, a car ninety feet long, can 
you tell what kind of person is driving it? Is it a doctor? Is it a pimp? It could be 
anybody. The truth is that in our kind of democracy there are no social classes by 
any reasonable definition of that term.

Ours, however, is not simply a democratic political tradition, it is also a re-
publican political tradition. The late Martin Diamond wrote an excellent textbook 
called The Democratic Republic. It is one of the few textbooks I know which takes 
seriously both of those terms in relation to the American political tradition. What 
does the word “republic” mean when you say we are a democratic republic? It me-
ans that although we are democratic, we have no faith in democracy. Democracy, in 
the American political tradicion, is not, or at least ought not to be, a matter of faith. 
There are lots of books written called something like “The Democratic Faith.” That 
is the wrong phrase. There is no reason to have faith in democracy, which is simply 
one form of political government. 
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Faith should be reserved for higher things than any political system. One 
should not have faith in any political system.

One cannot assume that where the will of the people is supreme, the people 
will do the right things! The republican aspect of our political tradition is the way 
in which we refine the will of the people through the principle of representation. 
For instance, it was always assumed, and even is assumed today, that our represen-
tatives, though common men, in a sense are also more than common men. Walter 
Bagehot said of Sir Robert Peel that he was not a common man but a common man 
could have been cut out of him. That is the way we feel, or should feel, about our 
representatives. They ought to represent us, be in tune with us, understand us. But 
they ought to be a little better than we are. They ought to be a little more elevated 
than we are—because then they elevate us.

We are republicans in that we have a Constitution which curbs the will of the 
people, forces the “people to rethink, forces the people’s” representatives to debate 
and consider, and forces the people to be reasonable. In other words, in a democratic 
republic the republican element is to be perceived when the people put constraints 
upon themselves because the people do not have any kind of democratic faith. Peo-
ple understand that they are capable of doing foolish things, and people therefore 
want institutional checks upon their own will, upon their own ultimate newer.

Now to consider the federal element of the American political tradition. This 
is a very important element in the tradition, though often overlooked and, these 
days, underemphasized. The federal system is important because it institutionalizes 
the diffusion of power. I do not think anyone who has not experienced centralized 
power in other nations can understand how diffused power actually is in the United 
States. I well recall way back in 1970, during the Cambodian business, when some 
of my students at New York University an nounced to me that they were going 
down to Washington to seize power. I said, “How are you going to seize power?” 
They said, “We’re going to take the Pentagon, that’s what we’re going to do.” 
“Well, let’s say the government leaves you the Pentagon,” I said, “what are you go-
ing to do there?” “Well, we’re going to give orders,” they said. And I said, “Who’s 
going to listen?”

It had not occurred to them that you cannot seize power in this country, you 
cannot even locate it. Perhaps in France it is possible to seize power by taking Paris. 
Suppose we had a revolution in New York City, and on the NBC nightly news 
broadcast from New York, the rebels proudly announced that a new regime had 
been established in City Hall. What would happen? The ratings would fall. People 
would say, “Oh, New York, you know what sort of things go on in New York,” and 
it would not make the faintest bit of difference. It is very important, therefore, to 
preserve our federal system, so as to make unlikely any undue concentration and 
usurpation of power.

But there is a much more important aspect to the federal systems namely, the 
educational aspect. Local government and participation in local institutions is the 
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way in which people learn the most important of all political truths, which is that 
the world is full of other people. It is a very sad political truth, a very disillusioning 
political truth. But people who do not understand it are engaged in a kind of utopian 
politics that is ultimately doomed. That the world is full of other people means that 
you may have a good idea, but it will often turn out that other people, somehow 
or other, for reasons which are inexplicable, do not see how good your idea is. It 
happens, not only does it happen, it is inevitable that it happens. Teaching us to live 
with other people is the function of the federal structure of our democracy. This 
kind of self-education can only occur through participation in local institutions, and 
it does not really matter how small they are. You really do not learn politics until 
you have the misfortune to be elected to your local school board. Then you under-
stand what politics is about. In my own experience—I’m a New Yorker, we don’t 
have local school boards, and if we did I couldn’t get elected—I had the misfortune 
some years ago to be elected to the board of my cooperative apartment house. It 
was really very interesting to attend the annual meeting of this co-op. The residents 
were upper-income people, some very prom inent socialists among them, some very 
prominent lawyers, some very wealthy stock brokers. At the annual house meeting 
the board knew that for the first hour the tenants would get up and denounce the 
landlord. At the end of the hour it would occur to them that they were the landlord 
and then we would get down to business. It took them about three years before they 
stopped denouncing us, their elected and unpaid trustees, as the landlord. It was an 
educational process. Anyone who gets involved in local self-government discovers 
that the world is full of other people, that there is no point in being dogmatic about 
what you think is right, that you must come to terms with this world, a world which 
is what it is and is never going to differ radically from what it is.

One other major virtue of the federal system, which we are only now be-
ginning to appreciate, is that it diffuses some absolutely insolu ble problems, so 
that they fester on a local rather than on a national level. In this sense, I think the 
decision of the Supreme Court legalizing abortion was a political disaster, never 
mind the morality of it. It was a disaster because it made abortion a national issue. 
Until that time abortion had been a state issue and if the states wished, they could 
always devolve the responsibility for that issue upon local communities (as was 
and is done with an issue like prohibition). Now, abortion is not an issue you can 
compromise about. It is one of those issues that is ultimately divisive. Therefore, 
you are better off diffusing the issue, making it a local issue, rather than importing 
it as a factor into national politics. As a result of the Supreme Court decision, we 
have imported a most divisive element into our national politics, one which cannot 
be compromised, and which we shall just have to live with.

It is deplorable that pornography also has now become nationalized as an 
issue, as a result of the courts’ lack of wisdom. In my day, all the books that were 
banned in Boston were sold in New York. It was not such a bad system, people in 
both Boston and New York got what they really wanted and it didn’t really matter 



368 IRVING KRISTOL

all that much. Now the issue of pornography has become a matter of national si-
gnificance, one on which national politicians are forced to make pronouncements, 
and this raises the question of national censorship. The best way to cope with the 
problems of pornography and censorship is to let local people solve it any way they 
want. Some will be permissive, some will not; some will have strict censorship, 
some will have lax censorship. That is all right. Indeed, that is just the way it is 
supposed to be. The whole point about federalism and decentralization is to see 
to it that such controversial issues do not distract national politics from its truly 
important concerns.

“Capitalist” is perhaps the most controversial of all the terms I have applied 
to our system. I do not see why it should be, since if anything is obvious, it is that 
we have been, certainly at least since the enact ment of the Constitution, and in 
fact for many decades prior to that, a capitalist nation. A nation that believes that 
individual liberty is indissolubly linked to private property—that is what it means 
to be capital ist. We are a nation that believes that private property, and therefore  
a market economy (the two go together), are necessary, though not sufficient con-
ditions for a political regime of liberty. Necessary but not sufficient. You can have 
private property and you can have a market economy in an authoritarian regime. 
Never in history, however, has there been what we would regard as a free society, 
or a liberal society, or a regime of liberty that did not have private property and  
a largely market economy.

Capitalism is important not only because of the support it gives to liberty—it 
is the absolute precondition of liberty—but also because it promises and promotes 
economic growth. The ancient democracies of classical Greece were full of class 
strife; the demos versus the aristoi, the masses versus the oligarchy. If you do not 
have economic growth, all democracies fall into such class strife. It is economic 
growth that permits a democracy to avoid class struggles over the distribution of  
a pie of preestablished size. It does that by always creating a larger pie so that 
everyone benefits, however unequally, and you do not have to benefit at someone 
else’s expense. You can acquire property without expropriating property.

The Founding Fathers understood this very well. They understood that 
economic growth is a precondition for a modern democracy, Without economic 
growth, we shall relapse into the kinds of civil strife that characterized the ancient 
Greek city-states or the city-states of northern Italy in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. And with respect to stimulating economic growth—there is no question 
that American capitalism has delivered on its promise. We are, today, a very rich 
country by historical standards, which are the only standards that one can sensibly 
apply. To say that we still have poor people in this country does not say that we are 
not a very rich country. One hundred years ago there were a much larger percen-
tage of poor people than there are today, and four hundred years ago most people 
everywhere were miserably poor. 
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We have even achieved something that can reasonably be called “affluence”; 
which in fact is even greater than most of us realize because we do not know how 
to look at economic statistics correctly.

Let me give you one striking instance of how affluent this country is. Ac-
cording to the Internal Revenue Service, in 1976 there were close to eight hundred 
thousand millionaires in this country. Given inflation and economic growth, today 
there are certainly at least one million millionaires. And since millionaires have 
families, it works out that roughly one out of every sixty households in the United 
States is a millionaire household. This does not even count “hidden” assets— So-
cial Security, for example. I refer only to assets taxable upon death by the Internal 
Revenue Service. So, one out of every sixty families in this country is a millionaire 
family. If we take families worth half a million, which is still a lot of money, it is 
reasonable to think that one out of every fifteen families has net assets of about half 
a million dollars. This does not mean there are no poor people in this country. It 
does mean that this is an incredibly rich country. It is also true that a million dol-
lars today is not what it used to be. But, nevertheless, you are not poor if you have  
a million dollars.

Capitalism has delivered on the promise of affluence. Nevertheless, there 
are some who feel that it has not done right by us so far as economic equality is 
concerned. I think they are wrong. If you look at the distribution of income in capi-
talist nations over the last two hundred years you discover that all capitalist nations 
have a more equal distribution of income than noncapitalist nations or precapitalist 
nations. Jean Fourastie in France has done a wonderful series of studies going back, 
as best he could on the statistics, to the year 1200 and comparing the purchasing 
power of a high civil servant and of an ordinary laborer. He found the gap between 
them just narrows and narrows. It begins to narrow dramatically in the eighteenth 
century and has continued to narrow ever since.

Moreover, it stands to reason that there should be more economic equality 
under a system of democratic capitalism than under any other system. As Adam 
Smith pointed out, the talents required to be suc cessful in the marketplace and 
in commerce are very widespread, unlike most other talents which are not wide-
spread at all. To be a first-class musician, a first-class football player, a first-class 
mathematician, or a first-class almost anything, are talents few of us have. But it is 
possible to have extraordinary success in business and not be very talented. That is 
a virtue of our system, as Adam Smith emphasized— the kinds of talent necessary 
to succeed in commerce are very widespread and are very often more related to 
such traits of character as ambition, diligence, and self-reliance than to intelligence 
or to some specialized kind of ability. All sorts of odd people get rich in our society, 
people who would never be rich in any other kind of society. Of course they do not 
have the kinds of special talents that other societies have prized, or that ours prizes 
as well. Very often they do not have any discernible talent at all. But the beauty of 
the system is that it permits precisely such people to do very well.
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At this point economists or sociologists of a certain persuasion will argue 
with me about increasing social stratification, the decline in economic mobility, the 
foreseeable end of economic opportunity. In fact, economic mobility is still very 
rapid in our society. One of the problems is the way in which social scientists study 
the matter. As a matter of statistical rectitude, they begin from zero and try then to 
chart increases and decreases in economic mobility. Zero represents a perfectly mo-
bile society—one, namely, where the children of all the top fifth of the population 
end up as the bottom fifth, and the children of the bottom fifth of the population end 
up as the top fifth. The closer to zero a society is, the more it represents ideal mobi-
lity. This, of course, is an insane conception. If you knew your children were going 
to end up at the bottom fifth once you got to the top fifth, you would not want to get 
to the top fifth—unless you were an unloving parent. In fact, the statistical evidence 
shows clearly that if you divide our society in fifths as is commonly done, no family 
remains in any single fifth for more than two or three generations. There are a few 
excep tions, like the DuPonts and the Rockefellers, but one can count them on a few 
hands. There is a tremendous amount of economic mobility in this society.

Our system is democratic, republican, federal, and capitalist. And it is also  
a system that has a religious basis. Let me explain what I mean. A democratic 
system where the will of the people rules supreme, and a capitalist system which 
regards the pursuit of self-interest in the marketplace as legitimate, needs religion 
to supply certain crucial, missing elements.

Traditional religion is to liberal democratic capitalism as the Old Testament 
is to the New. Let me explain this puzzling remark. There was a big fight within the 
Christian church during the first three centuries of its history as to whether or not 
the Old Testament should be included in Holy Scripture. There were some major 
movements (subsequently defined as heresies; the Marcionite heresy most notably) 
that said: “No, let’s not bring the Old Testament into Holy Scripture. We have a New 
Testament, why do we need the Old?” The church fathers, who were very wise men, 
said: “The New Testament, it’s true, completes the Old; but there are things in the 
Old which are not in the New, and which a church needs.” The New Testament, after 
all, was not written with the establishment of the Christian church in mind—there is 
nothing about an established, authoritative Christian church in the New Testament. 
Therefore, the church fathers found they needed certain things in the Old Testa-
ment that are not in the New such as: the injunction to be fruitful and multiply, the 
pronounce ment that God created the earth and saw it was good. In other words, the 
fathers needed certain theological premises to create an orthodoxy, to be able to tell 
its members that they can sanctify God in their daily lives, that they need not be 
hermits in the desert, they need not all become ascetic or aim at Christian perfection. 
These have all since been established as crucial affirmations of Christianity but, as 
it happens, are all to be found in the Old Testament, not in the New, since the people 
who wrote the New Testament took the Old Testament for granted.
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It is not too much to say that the Judeo-Christian tradition, in its Protestanti-
zed form, is the Old Testament for liberal capitalism. It supplies things that liberal 
capitalism, liberal democratic capitalism, cannot itself supply; mainly what we call 
“values”—a moral code above all—and which the founders of capitalism simply 
took for granted. Precisely because a capitalist economy is one which does empha-
size self-interest, it especially needs a very strong religious element in its culture in 
order to modify, complement and curb that self-interest.

Adam Smith wrote two books, The Wealth of Nations and a lesser known 
book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments. The Wealth of Nations was about how 
people act in the marketplace. They act in the market place out of self-interest, and 
Adam Smith’s great contribution was to show that these actions out of self-interest, 
nevertheless, in the longer term, served everyone’s interest by promoting economic 
growth. In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, however, (a book which, inciden tally, 
he never repudiated—he revised it after publishing The Wealth of Nations, but did 
not change it much) he said, “Fine, what happens when you have created wealth? 
What will wealthy people do?” He said that in the end, what wealthy people will 
do is try to earn the good opinion of their fellow citizens by acts of philanthropy, 
which is just what they are doing. Such acts of philanthropy, in this culture, come 
out of the Protestantized version of the Judeo-Christian moral tradition with which 
Adam Smith was familiar.

I say the Protestantized version of the Judeo-Christian tradition not because 
I mean to be polemical but because it is a fact that the Catholic church, historically, 
has always been ambivalent about capitalism. Indeed, it has been, more often than 
not, unfriendly towards capital ism. Up until fifteen or twenty years ago the Catholic 
church was unfriendly from a right-wing point of view; now it is unfriendly from 
a left-wing point of view for the most part. On the whole, the Catholic church has 
never liked the idea of a commercial civilization because it does not like that much 
self-interest to be at work in a society, and also because, for historical reasons, 
the Catholic church has always preferred agricultural, rural civilizations—static 
civilizations, not dy namic ones. This point of view, of course, was not peculiarly 
Catholic. The Emperor Diocletian, in an edict establishing wage and price controls, 
declared that, “Unregulated economic activity is the religion of the godless.” Es-
sentially, that is what the church has always believed.

It was not until the Protestant Reformation that different versions of Chris-
tianity emerged, ones which tried to reconcile a commercial society with a moral 
ethos derived from Christianity. On the whole. Protestantism has done so with rea-
sonable success at least up until recently. Perhaps the Catholic church is right to be 
suspicious of capitalism, but the emergence of religious points of view compatible 
with a democratic capitalist society is indispensable to the functioning of that so-
ciety, because it permits us to legitimate self-interest in the marketplace. A society 
of people interested only in their self-interest in the marketplace is a society that is 
too base to be tolerated. Such a society, interested only in the material goods of this 
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world, tends to become a hedonistic society, one which is impossible to respect. 
The religious tradition functions to correct this natural propensity of a commercial 
civilization to debase itself.

It also provides something else that is critically necessary, namely, some 
absolute foundation for our moral values. I know that there are some people who 
think that such values can be rationally created, perhaps by study, by philosophical 
analysis, or by computer. But, of course, values are not created; values are inher-
ited. There is no such thing as a rationalist religion which gives you an authorita-
tive moral code. If there were, you would have heard of it. There are no rationalist 
ten commandments. Morality is derived from certain fundamental dogmatic truths, 
and I emphasize that word dogmatic. It is the function of a religion, in a society 
such as ours, to provide the dogmatic basis for those truths.

As this pertains to the American political tradition, we enter into some con-
troversy, which will be better understood if I compare my views to those of Harry 
Jaffa, who criticizes me in this volume. Mr. Jaffa, quite correctly, feels that in dis-
cussing the issue of human rights, one must raise the question of what human rights 
are based upon. One cannot just be arbitrary and say, “I prefer this conception of 
human rights to yours and that’s all there is to it.” You have got to have a fundamen-
tal, unshakable basis for your conviction in a given set of human rights, and Harry 
Jaffa’s view is that the rights expressed in the Declaration of Independence, in the 
end. rely on the natural law and natural rights tradition which goes back through St. 
Thomas Aquinas to Aristotle.

I think he is wrong. As I see it, our dogma in regard to such matters as human 
rights comes from this Protestantized version of the Judeo-Christian tradition. On 
what do we base our valuation of human rights? Why do we cherish human rights? 
Because of something called “the dignity of man,” a key phrase. That is something 
that emerges out of Jewish doctrine, out of Christian doctrine, and in its modern 
form, out of Protestantism, which insists on the dignity of the individual soul and 
the relation of this individual soul to the Deity.

I want to reassert that without this religious culture, the capitalist economic 
system becomes rather disgusting. Making money is fun; but, on the other hand, 
no one ever said it is an ennobling activity, no one ever said it is a heroic activity. It 
is, at best, a prosaic activity. In a society where most people are involved in com-
mercial activities, you especially need a culture suffused with religious traditions 
that tell you what you are making money for, that tell you how to conduct yourself 
when you are making money, and that, above all, answer certain absolutely crucial 
and inevitable questions about the meaning of life and the meaning of death. It is 
this religious element that is the final and necessary constituent of the American 
political tradition.

Common to all the elements that constitute this tradition is a basic idea, 
namely, the idea of deferred gratification. Or, to put it another way, common to all is 
a kind of anti-utopianism, even while common to all is also a spirit of optimism. It 
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is possible to be cheerful and optimistic about one’s place on earth and one’s destiny 
on earth without becoming utopian. The basic idea is running into all sorts of prob-
lems today, problems arising in large measure from its own success. Affluence cor-
rupts, as everyone has always known it would. John Wesley makes the point nicely:

I fear wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has de creased in the same 
proportion, therefore, I do not see how it is possible, in the nature of things, for any revival of true 
religion to continue long. For religion must necessarily produce both industry and frugality and 
these cannot but produce riches. But as riches increase, so will pride, anger, and love of the world 
in all its branches. So, although the form of religion remains, the spirit swiftly vanishes away.

Again, affluence corrupts. One of the things that happens with afflu ence is 
that it produces a generation, not a whole generation but a substantial portion of 
a generation, that is not interested in making money. The sad truth is that our society 
does not know what to do with young people who are not interested in making mo-
ney. You cannot make teachers out of all of them. We tried that. It is very expensive 
and most of them are not very good at it anyhow, and it turns out they are really not 
happy doing that for very long. What are you going to do with them? They want 
some adventure, they want some challenge. In a nuclear age you can not really give 
them war, which is the kind of activity you once gave to discontented young pe-
ople. It is a very difficult problem and one for which I have no solution, except that 
perhaps we will so bungle matters that we will cease being an affluent society—at 
which point everyone will be interested in making money once again. That solution 
is not out of the question. Today, among our students there is a revival of the appetite 
for making money, which they would have sneered at not long ago when it seemed 
so easy.

In any case, it is true that affluence secularizes the society, makes the society 
more hedonistic in its inclinations, and bores a lot of people who, coming from fair-
ly affluent circumstances, have the sense they will never do as well as their parents. 
That is a problem. But it is a problem caused by success, which may be, I suppose, 
the worst kind of problem.

In any case, any solution of this problem has to be within the context of the 
American political tradition. There is no point, in my view, in departing radically 
from that tradition—to socialism, for instance. The most important political fact 
of the twentieth century has been the death of socialism as an alternative model of 
society, as an alternative political tradition. There are still socialists to be found, but 
not in socialist countries. There are no socialists in Eastern Europe, no socialists in 
the Soviet Union, but there are socialists in American universities, French univer-
sities, German universities. The fact is, socialism as a serious political possibility 
is dead. There are about sixty official socialist countries in the world and not one 
of them is a place where you and I would want to live. Not one of them is a place 
where even their own people particularly want to live. They would all immigrate 
to the United States if given the opportunity. So the socialist ideal is dead. It lives 
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as an academic idea, but as a reality it has been tried, and it does not work. It does 
not work because it is based upon a utopian vision of human nature, of what human 
beings are capable of. Because it is utopia it ends up trying to create utopia through 
coercion, since it cannot be created in any other way. But you cannot create utopia 
through coercion either; all you do is create a bureau cratic terrorist state.

So there is no alternative but to work within the American tradition. That is 
the test for the next generation—somehow to renew this tradition, perhaps revi-
talize it, perhaps amend it, perhaps revise it. But the tradition as I have described 
it—democratic, capitalist, federal, republican, religious—that is the tradition within 
which we shall have to work.
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