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Hinduism, and recognition of their ethical importance in institutional
development, can facilitate policy efforts to bolster democracy and
capitalism in a global political climate that is increasingly receptive to
nationalism, authoritarianism, and socialism.

I agree with Collier’s assessment that “the pertinent economic
menace is the new and virulent divergence in geographic and class
fortunes.” Like Collier, University of Chicago economist Raghuram
Rajan, in his book The Third Pillar: How Markets and the State Leave
Community Behind (2019), also proposes “inclusive localism” to
rebuild broken cities and offer people dignity, status, and purpose in
life. However, I remain unconvinced that substituting place for
shared values will work. As Goodhart notes, the lives of Anywheres
center on “communities of affinity rather than place.” Considering
the divergence in social and political views between the Anywheres
and Somewheres, one can only hope that this secondary affinity to
place is sufficient to develop patriotism at the national level and eco-
nomic redevelopment at the non-metropolis, local level.

Thomas A. Hemphill
University of Michigan-Flint

Unjust: Social Justice and the Unmaking of America
Noah Rothman
Washington, D.C.: Regnery Gateway, 2019, 256 pp.

The “social justice” movement has provided endless oxygen for
right-wing media programming. Indeed, many libertarians are
inclined to view the budding cottage industry of books, Youtube
channels, and Patreon pages devoted to denouncing “social justice
warriors (SJWs)” and their ilk as merely the latest conservative fever
dream: the Huns are not braying at the gates of Western Civilization.
We are not Rome in the 5th century. But into this saturated market
steps Noah Rothman with his book Unjust: Social Justice and the
Unmaking of America. Far from a conservative overreaction to a
troubling-but-trivial trend confined to college campuses, Rothman
makes the case that the modern “social justice” movement repre-
sents a threat to our most fundamental institutions. Riotous uproars
on college campuses are but the most theatrical, made-for-TV
epiphenomena of this broader and dangerously corrosive ideological
crusade.
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What, exactly, is “social justice”? To Mr. Rothman, it is an idea
with a long intellectual pedigree, whose first modern incarnation
appears in Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum.
Therein, social inequality was conceived of as a tolerable and indeed
natural condition, stemming inevitably from interpersonal inequali-
ties in talents and capacities. The mere fact of inequality does not
prevent justice from obtaining. Rather, when those divinely endowed
(might we say “privileged”?) with greater capacities fail to exhibit
noblesse oblige and instead prey upon and exploit the less fortunate,
the state is justified in intervening to ensure a harmonious coopera-
tion between the plebeians and the patricians. Such intervention was
a prophylactic against the twin evil of socialism, which sought to
eradicate the natural inequality between men and thus obliterate
their divinely sanctioned property rights. Social justice, in this con-
text, might entail a welfare state, support for labor movements, or
regulation of working conditions and benefits—but emphatically not
the outright acquisition of the means of production by the state.

This Catholic conception of social justice was transformed by John
Rawls into a secular schema widely known for its “veil of ignorance”
thought experiment. Stripped of any divine injunction and premised
instead on “publicly accessible” reasoning, this iteration of social jus-
tice was more palatable to the areligious, postwar left. Moreover,
because Rawls tolerated inequality so long as it redounded to the
benefit of the least-well-off in society, his notion of social justice
definitively separated the center-left from its erstwhile Marxist
hangers-on.

After quickly noting the libertarian objections to Rawls, Rothman
lays out the core of his thesis: The modern identitarian movement
rejects the Rawslian notion of social justice, not because it agrees
with the libertarians that justice cannot be social, but because it
believes justice cannot be blind. As Rothman writes, “To achieve real
social justice, the activists have determined that Lady Justice needs
to lose her blindfold.”

Social justice, according to its modern proponents, can only be
achieved by using the instrument of the state to proactively rectify
past injustices. Nobody today, of course, is directly responsible for
committing these past injustices, just as nobody today directly suf-
fered through them. Rather, past privilege and past oppression alike
are intergenerationally transmitted via identity groups, such as
African Americans who were devastated by slavery and Jim Crow. An
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identity group can only achieve justice in the present if its individual
members are not treated as individuals to stand or fall on their indi-
vidual merits and demerits but as members of an aggrieved class
deserving its recompense. Affirmative action and reparations, then,
are justified specifically because they do not blindly maximize a given
individual’s ex ante probability of success à la Rawls, but because they
identify a victim group ex post and award compensatory damages to
individuals qua victim-group members.

This pernicious logic is particularly dangerous when applied to sci-
ence and politics. “Standpoint epistemology,” the notion that one’s
identity group and its historically conferred experiences delimits
one’s possible range of understanding, abandons the century-long
project of consilience among the social sciences. The goal of wedding
the insights of, say, political science and economics becomes hope-
less if one must first concede that political science is not a single dis-
cipline united by a common set of axioms and methodological best
practices but is instead a bundle of subdisciplines—female political
science, African-American political science, and so on—each with its
own experiential and mutually inaccessible first principles.

Politics, too, becomes a doomed enterprise. The very notion of
“public policy” is exposed as naïve. Policies are to be assessed on
the sole basis of their intergroup redistributive implications.
A shared conversation concerning which policies properly derive
from a shared understanding of bedrock principles dissolves into
an implacably hostile contestation between warring tribes
nakedly grasping for the levers of power. White Americans are no
less susceptible to this temptation, and the rise of Donald Trump
may very well represent a triumphant turn at the wheel by white
identitarians.

Rothman’s book reads much like a prosecutor’s brief. Its primary
contribution is a comprehensive recitation of the worst excesses of
the social-justice movement, without veering into the ramblings of a
Hannity or a Carlson. For anyone even casually plugged in to the
right-wing media world, the anecdotes it reviews will sound like a
“greatest hits” album: Nicholas Christakis’s two minutes’ hate at Yale,
Charles Murray’s bodily expulsion from Middlebury, and many
more. But rather than merely reciting this laundry list of horrors,
Rothman deftly weaves a coherent analytical theme between these
otherwise disparate events. He demonstrates how the underlying
principles of this modern, transmogrified project of “social justice”
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directly and necessarily lead to this behavior that shocks the
conscience of polite society.

Rothman’s answer to the timeless question “What is to be done?”
(asked by Lenin over a century ago as he contemplated his own
society on the cusp of violent convulsion) is multilateral disarma-
ment. Race-blind, individualist meritocrats on both the center-left
and center-right must ostracize and expel the identitarians in their
ranks, a process for which he cites hopeful precedent in Buckley’s
banishment of the Birchers and the American Federation of Labor’s
lustration of its Stalinists.

Indeed, if I could select just one book to hand to a complacent
centrist on either side of the aisle—a book that will wake them up to
the wolf at the door—it would be Unjust: Social Justice and the
Unmaking of America.

Derek Bonett
Cato Institute

Democracy and Truth: A Short History
Sophia Rosenfeld
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When news organizations focus on eyeballs and clicks, presidents
scream “fake news,” and “pay-for-play” think tanks generate seem-
ingly disinterested policy papers, can citizens possibly know the
truth? And if not, is democracy still possible?

These are the questions University of Pennsylvania intellectual
historian Sophia Rosenfeld asks in Democracy and Truth: A Short
History. Professor Rosenfeld anchors her arguments in her area of
academic expertise, the French Enlightenment and its later variant,
Scottish “common sense” theory. Her understanding of the
Enlightenment’s philosphes becomes the foil against which she
measures contemporary liberal democratic practice. As one might
expect, current practice falls desperately short. Over the course of
the book, Rosenfeld becomes more the contemporary political theo-
rist and less the intellectual historian, and it is in this light that her
book should be read.

Our ideas of both democracy and the democratic citizen,
Rosenfeld suggests, rests on the philosophes’ attempt to root out “the
deceptive institutions, social norms, and language games” that kept


