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A destroyed section of the Japanese coastal city of Kesennuma, in Miyagi Prefecture, the day after the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, March 2011
Minamisanriku,
Miyagi Prefecture, Japan

At first it was just a thin white line, seemingly painted far out onto the eastern horizon between the sky and the sea. But then the line steadily thickened and raced closer and closer to shore, until all too swiftly it was translated into the onrushing tsunami of March 11, 2011. The contorted coastal topography of this part of the Tohoku coast of northeastern Japan divided it into filigrees that licked lethally—as many as seven times, some said—into and out of the fjords, at the head of one of which stood the small town of Minamisanriku. The succession of gigantic torrents of Pacific Ocean water utterly wrecked the community’s heart, killed hundreds, and all but erased it from the map.

But this town, like many others nearby, is now being energetically rebuilt, and the best way to view its reconstruction is from the sea that destroyed it. So I went a mile or so out into the bay with a cheery local fisherman named Yoshiki Takahashi. Once we were bouncing gently on the waves above his oyster beds he pointed back at the immense construction site that has temporarily replaced the town in which he grew up.

Dominating the scene, as though painted onto the western horizon between the mountains and the sea, was a thin white line again, a reflected memory of that devastating wave of six years before. But while that line of 2011 had been made of water pregnant with destructive power, this line of 2017 is made of enormous concrete hexagons, heavy with boulders and cemented tons of riprap. It is the shiny new municipal seawall, sloping up to forty feet high, which the town is building fast to ensure—and to hope—that those who live here now and in the future can be protected from the occasional seismic fury to which all Japan is prey and to which its people have become necessarily accustomed.

Nineteen thousand people died in the 2011 catastrophe, a third as many more were injured, and a swath of rockily indented coastline, with some three hundred fishing villages like Minamisanriku and a scattering of deepwater ports—and the now infamous Fukushima atomic power station—was wrecked. Because the tsunami and the earthquake that caused it hit an advanced and prosperous industrialized country, and one that has a sophisticated actuarial perspective on such events, it is singled out as probably the costliest disaster in world history—an estimated $300 billion for the rebuilding.

Other natural events have been far more lethal, however. The Indian Ocean tsunami of December 2004 killed more than a quarter of a million people, mostly poor—not unlike in this respect the similar numbers who died during China’s Tangshan quake of 1976 or the immense Bengal storms of 1970. Natural disasters that affect the developing world are all too swiftly forgotten. Those who are most able to afford—financially, spiritually, psychologically—to deal with them have the added advantage of having their sufferings memorialized in writing and imagery for decades, maybe centuries.

So we can thank Voltaire for allowing us to remember Lisbon’s great earthquake of 1755, and Jack London for making the 1906 destruction of San Francisco a permanent fixture in many readers’ imaginations. Tangshan, though a vaster tragedy, has on the other hand been all but forgotten; the Indian Ocean catastrophe is fast becoming little more than a distant blur of wreckage and flotsam. But Japan’s Great Tohoku Earthquake of 2011, affecting people who used iPhones and drank cappuccinos and took airplanes and knew the market price of salmon roe and fresh oysters, is set in stone already.

That memory of this disaster endures is thanks in no small measure to books like Ghosts of the Tsunami, a lively and nuanced narrative by the British journalist Richard Lloyd Parry, the longtime and widely respected correspondent in Tokyo for the London Times. Though in part he presents vivid accounts of what was a very complex event, with this book he wisely stands back—after what is now a decent interval—to consider the essence of the story, the manner in which the earthquake might have in some way effected a change of sorts upon Japan.

He does so by way of one especially charged and poignant event: the fate of a single ill-starred primary school just a few miles south of Minamisanriku, most of whose students were drowned or crushed by the waves—and, appallingly, most of whom could obviously have been saved.

All Japan remembers the sorry details: there was a hill behind the school up which the children, waiting outside in freezing limbo after the earthquake but before the arrival of the waters, could easily have fled to safety. Some mothers who had arrived to collect their children were told to go home, the staff saying it was safer for the youngsters to remain at the school. And then a teacher panicked, the children were told to stay where they were and obediently, they never moved—until the waves tore in and swept them away on the flood. Dozens of small bodies were dug out of the thick black mud, days and weeks later.

The dreadful consequence of the dithering incompetence of the more culpable of the staff at the Okawa Primary School makes for heartbreaking reading. What happened next—the smoldering anger and eventual furious reaction from the bereaved parents, then a near-unprecedented communal lawsuit that resulted in a victory of sorts for them (a substantial payout, and a formal judicial scolding of the authorities)—might serve to reinforce what a less curious Western journalist might hope for: that Japan is currently a society in some kind of ferment, and that the sheer size of the earthquake acted as a catalyst for a shuddering societal change. For within this saga there were indeed behaviors quite alien to a widely admired cliché about the Japanese people—their dignified stoicism, their endless patience, their trust and respect for those in command.

But in his account Parry is careful not to suggest that anything akin to a major change is in the works, or that the Japanese are, as a result of so huge a disaster, at last becoming comprehensively distempered and litigious—are becoming a little more like us, in short.

To be sure, public anger has erupted on many occasions in Japan, but even protests are often more polite and ritualistic than in other countries. The morning I left for Tohoku the Tokyo streets were filled with noisy demonstrators furious at some policy decision. But after the courteous intervention of the police the crowds wheeled around and marched sullenly away. This was certainly no Occupy! movement in the making.

Parry does however recognize, and shrewdly, that something is in the wind—that some kind of behavioral shift might be taking place, even if not necessarily the profound one many less measured observers might prefer. He quotes a local man named Takahiro Shito, the father of a child who died at the school, and who perhaps best summed up the exasperation with Japan’s customary attitude of complacent acceptance: “If they don’t take this opportunity, even now when so many people have died, you can’t ever expect them to change the way they think or act,” the grieving father tells Parry.

That’s why we are pursuing the real cause of the tragedy. If they consider this disaster, but refuse to look into its core, the same tragedy could be repeated. But that’s how Japan functions, which the national government can do nothing to change.

And yet just who, in this brief harangue, was the “they” that Shito accused? Parry has little doubt. “The Shitos were victims,” he writes, “but the shame was theirs too. ‘They’ meant ‘us,’ meant everyone. The tsunami was not the problem. Japan was the problem.”

Such a remark, even as merely a casual aside, gives pause, for by making it Parry hints at an all-too-common trope among Western writings about Japan. Here is the detached Western observer, gazing down with cool intelligence at a shattered Eastern people exposed as in a petri dish, and declares their social system to be “a problem.” Might not a Japanese reader detect the slightest essence of condescension here? Or does it go deeper? For all must surely admire and envy the manner in which Japan, so crowded and so beset by natural risk, organizes itself so efficiently. Once in a while there is a stumble—a teacher panics, a tragedy ensues, the seamless fabric tears a little. How exactly do we then feel upon pointing this out? Melancholic? Sympathetic? Or something rather less kindly?

A small clue is offered by Parry’s earlier book about Japan, People Who Eat Darkness (2012), which told—and like Ghosts, told very well—a story that is somewhat similar, if not in the details, then in allowing for critical puzzlement at the perceived behavior of many in this country. The tale, lurid enough to whip the British tabloid press into a frenzy, told of the disappearance in 2000 of a young blond Englishwoman, a former airline flight attendant become Tokyo bar hostess, who turned out to have been chloroformed, killed, dismembered, and buried by one of her customers.

The Tokyo police, xenophobic to the core, were initially entirely unsympathetic, though they bowed eventually to pressure from the press and from the missing woman’s father. In the book, a long pursuit through the seedy side of Roppongi life ensues: awful perversions are described, several villains are found, one suspect of consuming strangeness is arrested, a trial takes place, a verdict is announced. All of this is grist for Parry’s vividly unrolling narrative, which served not just to render suitably exotic what was a particularly grotesque murder, but also to reinforce the notion among all too many unschooled Westerners that even within the prevailing strangeness of the East in general, the Japanese had, and still apparently have, a particular penchant for sheer oddness.

And Parry, offering the same kind of casual aside as we find in his tsunami book, regrettably betrays some sympathy with this view. He speculates, for instance, on the eventual victim’s initial puzzled reaction to Tokyo, wondering (and the italics are mine) at “the demeanor of the people on the street and in the cars and the trains—unobtrusive but purposeful; neat, courteous, and self-contained but intent, as if following secret orders.”

What is thus implied, whether in matters criminal, or tragic, or in ordinary life, is that the Japanese behave differently. Oddly. Are following secret orders. Are behaving in ways that can be described as disturbing. Such plays well in many Western minds. And Western journalists are generally content to promote it, not least because the normally well-oiled running of Japanese life produces all too few of the kinds of stories that are the common coin of the popular foreign press.

Before the tsunami destroyed it, Minamisanriku had been a prosperous and well-oiled fishing port, if declining slowly in population and importance. Though it stood at the head of a large sheltered bay, few of its fishermen troubled to venture out into the Pacific Ocean itself. There was no need. Just beyond the headland cliffs the commingling of two marine currents, one warm, the other cold, created a marine environment that was amply suited to a wide variety of harvestable sea creatures.
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Yoshiki Takahashi on his fishing boat off the coast of Minamisanriku, August 2017
The local fishermen farmed oysters and scallops, octopus and salmon, and a peculiarly ugly creature called hoya, or “sea pineapple,” which has something of a following among the more adventurous Tokyo chefs. The bounty would be put on the evening train to the junction at Sendai, and then onto one of the southbound expresses to the city, two hundred miles away: bidders at the Tsukiji morning market would buy it for good prices. Minamisanriku was in consequence well off, contented, and settled—though eternally aware of the ocean beyond the cliffs and the violence it could do. Considerable damage had already been done by a tsunami in 1960; since it had been caused by an earthquake in Chile the Japanese chose an Easter Island moai as an additional town mascot, to act as co-talisman with the more venerable figure of the town octopus.

In no more than one hour on Friday, March 11, 2011, everything that had for so long been so settled about Minamisanriku was rendered into splintered driftwood, twisted iron, and broken and drowned bodies. Though outwardly similar violence wrecked a score of communities up and down the Tohoku coast, Minamisanriku did have its own peculiar poignancy, a tragedy in kind if not in scale like that of the Okawa school. A twenty-five-year-old woman named Miki Endo was employed to warn the community of tsunami dangers, and on that cold March day she remained dutifully at her post in the town’s Crisis Management Center as the freezing floods rose around her. Just as with the musicians on the Titanic, she carried on sounding the sirens and playing her warning music and broadcasting details of the incoming waves’ heights and locations over the municipal loudspeakers, until the water shorted the power supply and they went dead.

Film clips show the waters climbing higher and higher up the center’s three stories, until figures can be seen gathering out on its flat roof, then a few of them clamber up the radio antennas until only one or two remaining men can be seen, holding on grimly, for hours, until the waters begin to drop. Behind them in one scene immense gray waterfalls are gushing through the upper windows of the town hospital, as apocalyptic a vision as it is possible to imagine. But there is silence from the loudspeakers, a lack of sound that tells of the fate of Endo, who remains the town’s local heroine today, for shouting out the warnings until she drowned.

The rust-red iron frame of the building in which she was entombed still stands. There is currently a vigorous debate about whether it should stay to remind, like the Dome at Hiroshima. Many locals want it torn down. The town has yet to decide.

Endo was but one of some 1,200 who died at Minamisanriku, out of a total population of 17,000. The steep hills surrounding the fishing port provided sanctuary for many thousands who either lived there among the pine and cedar forests, or else drove frantically up roads that normally require tire chains in the icy weather—and it did snow that afternoon, though mercifully only a little. From up high they watched helplessly as their community was inundated by the seven great wave fronts and was methodically wrecked beyond recognition. But then they all came downhill, and by all accounts patiently and uncomplainingly they cleared up the mess, and got back to work.

The survivors buried their dead and mended their own injuries and—generally away from the blinding lights of publicity, since most outside were rather more interested in the Fukushima reactor disaster and the irradiated landscape it had left behind—they developed a plan for recovery and reconstruction. This involved, in the main, abandoning the center of town as a place for habitation—people would now be compelled to live in the hills above—and building instead a new commercial center in its place that would be amply protected from any future assaults from the sea.

Accordingly an entire mountain to the north of the town was razed; the detritus was moved to the old town center and sculpted into a brand-new zone, thirty feet higher than the old. A new town was, in other words, being created on top of the ruins of the old. Great ziggurats of new earth are now rising on all sides, and cranes and excavating machinery roar day and night. The new seawall was built around it all, that great line of white I could see from Yoshiki Takahashi’s little fishing boat, a mile out over his newly reseeded oyster beds.

Takahashi-san is a well-known figure around town, a somewhat chubby, invariably chortling figure who had long recovered, at least outwardly, from a disaster that had killed dozens of his friends and fishing partners. He had contributed a brief essay to a privately published book of photographs of the aftermath,1 and locals had generally applauded his sentiments. For he had asked, with more candor than was usual, just why it was that society was still compelling him each working day to display the quality of ganbaru, of uncomplainingly doing his best?

Ganbaru is widely regarded as one of the most admirable qualities of the Japanese people, whose entire existence is subject to challenge—pitiless geological whim being just one of them. From northern Hokkaido to the tropical islands south of Okinawa, Japan is an endlessly mobile roil of seismic instability: Japanese people are said to suffer this reality with an ancient, inbred silence, to deal with such challenges bravely and boldly and without complaining. Except, asked this most cheerful fisherman, and not just rhetorically, why so? Why should I not complain at my lot? Why may I not howl with despair instead?

Michael Ignatieff, the Canadian historian and politician, has lately become fascinated by the Japanese concepts of ganbaru and its often-remarked-upon sister concepts of gaman and shoganai, which roughly translate, respectively, as toughing it out and accepting your fate. He embarked on a Carnegie Endowment–sponsored journey to a succession of troubled places with the idea of looking closely at local passions, to inquire into the existence or otherwise of a globalized system of ethics, to ask whether there might be something that one could call a universal moral language. His venturing took him to Brazil and South Africa, to Bosnia and Burma, to Jackson Heights in New York and to South Central Los Angeles—and brought him as well to what is broadly called the Tohoku region, the legendarily ghost-infested coastline of northern Japan that bore the brunt of the 2011 earthquake.

Ignatieff tried here to take stock of how the local people had dealt with, or had come to terms with, what he saw as a trifecta of the unimaginable—the immense earthquake, the vastly destructive tsunami, and then the nuclear accident that spread radioactivity over much of the consequent ruin. In The Ordinary Virtues, he ruminates usefully on the three features that, taken together, illustrate the necessary resilience of a people who are constantly being tested by natural forces of far greater power than can be imagined or countered. But is this resilience, he asks, a passive phenomenon of submission to divine will, or is it an active elasticity that permits the tested—whether they are human or inanimate—to spring back to their original condition after the stress is removed?

Ignatieff’s conclusion, after much listening and a considered examination of the complex subtleties of the Japanese language, makes for illuminating reading. Most surprising, most illuminating, is his belief that the use of words like gaman and ganbaru during a crisis can in fact “become an exercise in moral cruelty,” since in his view they tell the volunteers, or the survivors, or the victims—or men like Takahashi-san—not so much that they are heroic in their stoicism, but that they are on their own, are left to their fates, while leaving time and space for “the unharmed to wash their hands.”

Far better, Ignatieff reckons, is for those who are accustomed to bear the unbearable to prepare and prevent and imagine the unimaginable, to learn from experience and minimize the possibility of it causing harm and debility ever again. And yet if such disaster does occur, then to deal with it in a spirit of hope and enthusiasm, rather than with customary fatalistic acceptance. Such qualities, he writes, are in fact all recognized components of the global moral code that his world-wandering convinces him does exist—along with tolerance, forgiveness, and trust. It would take only a slight shift to incorporate such kinds of resilience into the domestic social code of Japan, and to leave shrug-shouldered fatalism behind as an example of worthless institutionalized backwardness.

Why do I have to display an endless supply of ganbaru? wails our Minamisanriku fisherman. I suspect that Ignatieff would readily agree that Takahashi-san is accepting that there is no true virtue in such acceptance, no real use, and no real future in doing so. But even by questioning it in his brief essay he has already crossed the line, and is probably all the better for it. His endless good cheer is testament. Indeed, the prudent rebuilding of Minamisanriku hints that on this occasion, and in the community at large, something more than simple stoicism is at work.

Japan has developed in recent years a reputation for expertise in the making of objects of unyielding precision: lenses immaculately ground and polished, cameras fashioned to tolerances unattainable by most other manufacturers, engines and measuring devices and space rockets and mechanical watches of a quality envied by all others—the Germans and the Swiss most notably—for whom precision is a byword, is part of the national religion. But there is a difference, a singular quality that uniquely marks Japan out. And it has some relevance here, I believe. For while there is a national reverence in this country for the precise, there is also a formal recognition of the inestimable value to society of craftsmanship, of the true worth of the handmade and the flexibly imprecise.

A very visible manifestation of this reverence for the nonexact, or working with natural materials, is the concept of the Living National Treasure, a corps d’élite of men and women, usually of considerable age, who have over their lifetimes developed and honed skills in such defiantly imprecise arts as lacquerware and ceramics and wood- and metalwork, and who are officially accorded honored status in society. Their art, in a way, celebrates impermanence. To be sure, firms like Canon and Nikon and Mitutoyo and Seiko, for whom ultra-precision is essential to their commercial success, are revered also. But few other societies make it so abundantly and officially clear that equal weight, respect, and admiration must be accorded both to the precise and to its opposite—to titanium on the one hand, and on the other to that most classically Japanese plant, bamboo. Indeed, many Japanese suggest that their reverence for so flexible a material, one that bends with nature rather than seeking to dominate it, lies at the heart of the longevity, stability, and, yes, the success of their society.

And as illustration—what, one might ask, remains standing today, beside the ruins of a town like Minamisanriku, and in the three hundred other little fishing ports that are dotted, recovering, around the fjords of Tohoku? Precious little, for certain, that had been made of titanium, or steel, or glass. Ships were wrecked, cars were tossed like chaff, electronics failed, and buildings like Miki Endo’s were torn apart and left to rust. The evidence of the impermanence of the precise was everywhere.

The imprecise, though, was still there. In the forests around the town there still were the groves of bamboo, growing in abundance. The cedars had gone, splintered to shreds. The pines were devastated. Bamboo, much used in art,2 is technically a grass, though it appears most commonly as a strong and fast-growing tree. It is always certain to grow back and to flourish—and then to be useful to mankind for a myriad of purposes—no matter how many more tsunamis may be inflicted upon it. It bends, it springs back, and it grows again. It is a plant at once mathematically imperfect and yet quite perfectly useful.

As with bamboo trees, so with Japan and her people. Pliable and resilient, with for the most part an attitude of ganbaru of their own. Perhaps others of the fishermen are beginning to wonder at the value of stoicism, but I daresay that most in Minamisanriku, with the new white line of their grand riprap seawall offering them a layer of comforting protection, still see themselves as a pliable and resilient people, busily preparing for the time when yet another seismic catastrophe arrives to challenge them, as it surely one day will.

Letters
Correction November 2, 2017

1
See 22 Stories from People of Minamisanriku Who Survived the 3.11 Earthquake and Tsunami, edited by Masako Takahashi (Tokyo: Tankobon, 2012). ↩
2
“Japanese Bamboo Art: The Abbey Collection,” an exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, is on view until February 4, 2018. ↩
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‘Presidents,’ South Dakota, 2005; photograph by Jack Spencer from his book This Land: An American Portrait. It includes a foreword by Jon Meacham and is published by University of Texas Press.
As the campaign to delegitimize Donald Trump goes forward, GOP leaders are doing little to stop it. In fact, they appeared to be leading the attack after Trump bypassed them to cut a deal with the Democrats on the debt-ceiling and also—though the signals are mixed—immigration. This came after The New York Times reported, in late August, a “profane shouting match” between Trump and Mitch McConnell, the Senate majority leader, over McConnell’s refusal to protect Trump from the widening investigations of Robert Mueller.

A week earlier, House Speaker Paul Ryan and others had condemned Trump’s sympathetic remarks about the “unite the right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in which white supremacists and neo-Nazis, some in guerrilla camouflage and carrying automatic weapons, clashed with peaceful counterprotesters, causing the death of a young woman. Yet all this is undercut by the stubborn fact of Trump’s continued support from the GOP base. Republicans still give him an approval rating of about 80 percent, five times higher than they gave congressional Republicans following the Senate’s initial failure to pass the long-promised bill to “repeal and replace” the Affordable Care Act. However erratic Trump may be, and however unsuited for high office, the voters who elected him are still loyal. “Right now, it is his party,” the former Bush official and vehement “Never Trumper” Peter Wehner recently said.

The insistent portrayal of Trump as a “counterfeit Republican and no conservative,” in George Will’s words, overlooks the most important fact about him and his supporters. He is the latest in the modern pantheon of right-wing tribunes—Barry Goldwater, George Wallace, and Ronald Reagan were others—who have risen to power by seizing on and directing passions that more conventional politicians have been careful not to exploit.

A strong early indication of Trump’s bold approach came during the first GOP presidential debate in the summer of 2015. Today it is his exchanges with the moderator Megyn Kelly that are remembered most vividly. But a more telling moment occurred earlier, in the very first question, put to all ten candidates on stage by the second moderator, Brett Baier, for the purpose, it was plain, of exposing Trump as an interloper. “Is there anyone,” he asked,

and can I see hands, who is unwilling tonight to pledge your support to the eventual nominee of the Republican party and pledge to not run an independent campaign against that person?

Again, we’re looking for you to raise your hand now—raise your hand now if you won’t make that pledge tonight.

A single hand went up: “Mr. Trump.”

The irony became explicit seven months later, when Trump’s struggling opponents would be asked if they would pledge their support to him. (All said they would, though one, John Kasich, in the end did not vote for him.) But there was a deeper message. Trump’s candidacy had already taken on the character of a third-party uprising, the latest in a long history. Reagan, so often cited today as the paragon of party loyalty and genial enforcer of its “Eleventh Commandment”—“Thou shalt not speak ill of another Republican”—in fact was more loyal to his own cause than the GOP’s. After losing a bitter nomination fight in 1976 to a sitting Republican president, Gerald Ford, Reagan seemed content to watch the Democrat Jimmy Carter win in November. “During the general election battle, Ford asked Reagan to campaign for him in four Southern states; Reagan pleaded prior commitments,” his biographer Lou Cannon wrote.

In one of those states, Mississippi, Carter won by fewer than 15,000 votes. It’s possible that Reagan, who was popular there, might have made the difference. More involvement by Reagan would at a minimum have freed Ford from spending as much time as he did in Carter’s home region and allowed him to campaign more in Ohio, which he lost by a little more than 11,000 votes. If Ford had carried Ohio and Mississippi, he would have been elected.

Reagan instead stayed true to his more important identity as insurgent and outsider, as much at odds with GOP chieftains as with Democrats. The pattern has been repeated many times since, during elections, and also in policy disputes. In 1990, the GOP congressman Newt Gingrich led a budget revolt against President George H.W. Bush that softened Bush up for attack in the New Hampshire primary by Trump’s ideological forerunner Pat Buchanan in 1992. The next Bush, after being elected to a second term, was soon thwarted in his attempted immigration reform by a wave of conservative protest, including opposition from hard-line conservatives in the House. The issue of immigration also led to the humiliating defeat of Eric Cantor, the House majority leader, in a primary in 2014. Ryan’s predecessor John Boehner was sent into retirement in 2015 by rebels in his own caucus. In 2016, many of the Republican contenders competed for the label of bomb-tossing outsider, only to be outdone by Trump.

Against this history of intraparty discord, Ryan’s early hopeful promise of “the dawn of a new unified Republican government” was destined to dissolve into another dark night of the Republican soul. Trump isn’t the cause but the outcome—the most extreme case of the truism enacted, time and again, in our dysfunctional politics: Democrats, who know how to make policy, are bad at winning elections, while the modern GOP has figured out how to win them but has no idea how to govern. This isn’t really surprising for an ideological movement whose founding principle is that government itself is the root of most, if not all, evil.

As long ago as 1954, Theodore H. White, canvassing the political mood in Texas, found a “nameless Third Party…one of whose central tenets is that ‘if America is ever destroyed it will be from within.’” Its articles of faith are still with us: “labor unions and foreigners are dangerous”; “our Allies are bloodsucking America into bankruptcy”; “the United Nations is a compact with the devil.” Finally, “both older American parties are legitimate objects of deep suspicion.” The new third party’s heroes, Douglas MacArthur and Joseph McCarthy, were Republicans. But so were its villains, President Dwight Eisenhower and Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren.

The true vehicle of the movement, in any case, wasn’t practical politics, but the politicized melodrama that played out in newspapers like the Chicago Tribune and right-wing publications like Facts Forum, American Mercury, and Human Events, soon to be joined by a more sophisticated new journal, National Review. White also described an emerging broadcast culture on the right—conspiratorial anti-Communists and fervent champions of states’ rights reaching audiences on the radio (“246 stations from Portland, Maine, to Portland, Oregon”) and TV (over two hundred local stations).

Nevertheless, the third party remained curiously underground or “unrecognized,” White wrote. One reason was that dissident voices coming from Texas and other hinterland states were drowned out in a barrage of “concepts, prejudices, and symbols that have been loaded and aimed from emplacements in New York, Washington, and Hollywood,” which manufactured a quasi-official American myth of hope, tolerance, and horizonless prosperity. The chorus of dissent, though growing, was inchoate, “not an organization but a state of mind.”

But organizers arrived soon enough. Nicole Hemmer’s well-researched and well-argued book Messengers of the Right adds an important layer to this history by emphasizing the contributions of three “media activists” who helped give coherence to the midcentury right: the radio host and political organizer Clarence Manion, the book publisher Henry Regnery, and the longtime National Review publisher William A. Rusher. Hemmer convincingly shows how all three helped pioneer the ideologically charged conservative media of our own time.

Their strategy was to go on the counteroffensive and present an alternative narrative, all but ignoring what the other side said. “For the right, fairness did not demand that liberals have a chance to respond to conservative broadcasters,” Hemmer writes. “Conservative broadcasters were the response.” The argument explains a good deal about conservative media today. The attraction of a book by Dinesh D’Souza or an article on Breitbart begins not in the promise to expose the falsehoods and mistakes committed by the mainstream media but to tell the all-important stories they mean to keep from us. Let the liberals cry foul and pounce on errors and practice other arts of distraction in the name of “pseudo-impartiality” and “Utopian ‘objectivity’”—right-wing messengers would persevere in bringing their higher truth.

The most innovative of Hemmer’s subjects was Manion, a former dean of the Notre Dame Law School—hence “Dean” Manion in conservative circles—whose name had been floated as a possible labor secretary or even Supreme Court justice when Eisenhower was forming the first Republican administration elected since 1928. Manion instead was put in charge of the Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, which was supposed to look into federal waste and “redundancy.” In practice this meant that Manion could crusade for states’ rights, his great cause, though he was fired after six months for his tireless insubordination, which included a national barnstorming campaign in support of the Bricker Amendment, a direct attempt by old-guard Senate Republicans to curtail the president’s treaty-making powers. A version of the bill came within a single vote of getting the required two-thirds vote in the Senate.
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Barry Goldwater; drawing by David Levine
The debates over the Bricker Amendment were among the main irritants in Eisenhower’s first term, not far behind Joe McCarthy’s rampages. But for Manion and others on the right the bill would have wrested power from the president and his internationalist masters in the UN and restored popular sovereignty, parallel to the states’ rights campaign. Manion was also an early adopter of “interposition”—the claim that states can exempt themselves from federal laws that they consider unconstitutional—as the all-purpose vehicle for denouncing the Moloch of “big government” in all its forms. “Whether it is gambling in Nevada, segregation in South Carolina, education in California, or the right to work in Kansas, the basic challenge to American liberty is the continuous, contemptuous disregard of the 10th Amendment,” Manion, by then a flourishing radio commentator, said in a 1956 broadcast. That year he organized a rally at Carnegie Hall at which McCarthy and William F. Buckley Jr., both guests on his radio program, gave speeches. Manion also teamed up with an association of white citizens’ councils in the South to organize a third-party presidential ticket headed by another Eisenhower defector, T. Coleman Andrews, a Virginian who quit his job as IRS commissioner and called for repeal of the income tax, along with the perpetuation of segregated schools.

These alliances were common in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Much has been made recently of Buckley’s banishment of the John Birch Society and other extremists from National Review, but that came after deliberation lasting some years. In the late 1950s, Buckley’s sister Priscilla, an editor at National Review, simultaneously helped edit the Camden News, a Citizens’ Council weekly published in Camden, South Carolina, and financially supported by their parents, who had a winter estate there. In 1962, the writer and activist Medford Evans became a full-time staff “consultant” to the national Citizens’ Council shortly after leaving the National Review masthead, which he’d been on since 1955.

When Andrews’s campaign flopped, Manion had the better idea of taking over the GOP rather than taking it on. Future success lay in presenting the hidden third party not “as an oppositional minority but as an oppressed majority,” Hemmer writes. This was a variation on what the columnist Robert Novak called “the woodwork theory of hidden conservatives,” the “hoary maxim that millions upon millions of conservatives” were there, and only remained invisible because they were disgusted with the milquetoast “me-too” GOP candidates and so didn’t vote. This remains a dogmatic conviction on the right. Ted Cruz, for one, continued to believe or at least to say that any and all Republican defeats, including Mitt Romney’s in 2012, are the price the GOP pays for fielding ideologically weak candidates.

There is no evidence for this today, and there wasn’t back then, either. The despised moderate Eisenhower won twice in large landslides and by all appearances brought out Republicans in droves. And one of the worst losses in 1958 was dealt to National Review’s favorite politician, the hard-right William Knowland, in an election for California governor that drew a prodigiously high turnout—nearly 80 percent.1

But the ideological right begins in grand myth, not petty fact. And Eisenhower, as the GOP’s leader, remained the Pied Piper of defeat, especially after the 1958 midterms, a crushing loss for the GOP. In a postmortem, National Review’s political columnist, L. Brent Bozell, speculated that the time had come for “secessions from both parties…a coalition of conservative Republicans, conservative Democrats, and conservative independents, if not as yet in a third party, at least around a third candidate”—an alternative to the frontrunners in 1960, the heretically moderate Nelson Rockefeller and the unreliable Richard Nixon. Manion agreed, and had someone in mind, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, one of the few right-wing survivors of the 1958 debacle. Manion organized a committee to get behind him and recruited Bozell, who had been writing speeches for Goldwater, to draft a book that would raise his profile and launch his candidacy. Bozell wrote the book in the course of several weeks, with little or no help, or hindrance, from Goldwater himself.

The result was The Conscience of a Conservative, still the most admired of all GOP campaign tracts. When it became a best seller, Goldwater pretended he really was its author, rather as Donald Trump still pretends he is the author of The Art of the Deal—and no more convincingly, since Bozell’s learned, scholastic prose, with its call for a showdown “equally with autocrats and ‘democratic’ Jacobins,” sounded comically unlike Goldwater’s own roughhewn idiom. But in contrast with Trump, Goldwater was admirably candid and eventually admitted that the words and also “all the ideas” were Bozell’s. “Well, I read the book,” he said at length. “I even agreed with parts of it.” There is little shame in this. Politicians seldom write their own books. But since The Conscience of a Conservative endures as a graven tablet of ideological principle, it is imperative to some that the movement’s first great figure be not only a crafty politician and well-liked senator but also a political philosopher.

In his new book, Conscience of a Conservative, Arizona Senator Jeff Flake, who claims to be an ideological descendant of Goldwater, takes the fairy tale even further. Not only does he credit Goldwater with sole authorship of this “founding document of the modern conservative movement,” but he also presents it as a manifesto in the tradition of Edmund Burke or Tom Paine, courageously intended to meet “an emergency—the collapse of conservative principles.” For conservatives, life in America really is one long emergency or threatening apocalypse, as White discovered in 1954. Touring the affluent Texas suburbs after some years in postwar Europe, amid its wrecked landscape and grinding hardships, he was startled to find passions seething in suburbs that otherwise seemed a “slice of paradise.” Even in “tolerant and easygoing” San Antonio, “the Minute Women put the Catholic Archbishop under surveillance because he had been heard saying he was going to vote for Adlai Stevenson.”

In Flake’s case the emergency is more immediate. He got on Trump’s bad side after Trump clinched the nomination and swept into Washington to meet with Republican senators. Instead of deferring to Trump, Flake sharply challenged his disparaging remarks about his fellow Arizona senator John McCain and Mexican immigrants, for whom Flake has warm feelings going back to his teenage years, when uncomplaining migrants did the backbreaking work on the Flake family’s ranch.

Trump taunted Flake in a speech in Phoenix and on Twitter, and Flake adopted a more conciliatory position. After Trump pardoned Joe Arpaio, the scourge of Arizona immigrants and the leader, along with Trump, in the birther attack on Obama, Flake criticized the decision—he denounces Arpaio in his book—but also said, “I’ll continue to support the president, work with him when I think he’s right, and challenge him when I think he is going in the wrong direction.” However, in a speech to the Senate on October 24, Flake condemned the “reckless, outrageous, and undignified behavior” emanating from “the top of our government” as “dangerous to a democracy,” and announced that he would not run for reelection in 2018.

Flake’s slim book has been praised for its unflinching criticism of Trump and the GOP, and it is true that he itemizes Trump’s sins and calls out the flame-throwers of an earlier time, including Gingrich and Tom DeLay. But when it comes to his own ideas, Flake simply recycles libertarian clichés on the virtues of “limited government” and so unintentionally makes the case for Trumpist populism, as astute conservatives like Ross Douthat and Reihan Salam have pointed out. But Flake is correct when he says that Goldwater is the great founding figure of the modern right—not because of his “ideas,” whatever they really were, apart from the ones Bozell stuck in his head, but for his political acumen. His campaign in 1960 went nowhere but it clinched his leadership of the third party and put him out in front when it came to the domestic crisis of his day. The civil rights movement, Goldwater understood, ahead of many others, created an opening in the South for the GOP, the party that defended traditional business practices and the settled “social life of the community”—his unusually delicate phrasing coming after the Kennedy administration began to pursue civil rights measures in response to the Freedom Rides and sit-down protests of the early 1960s.

As early as 1961, Goldwater went south to build up the GOP there. At a press conference in Atlanta he said “he favored watering down the civil rights plank adopted by the Republican national convention in 1960,” as the Associated Negro Press reported. He also opposed “any moves to ‘force integration’ of the public schools.” Two years later, Goldwater was the ringmaster of a Senate group—the others were Dixiecrats—that vehemently criticized a new Defense Department policy of telling servicemen on southern bases not to patronize local businesses if they were segregated. This pressure on local business hinted at an emerging “police state,” Goldwater warned, and could lead to “a military takeover”—that is, a new occupation of the South, Reconstruction redux. By this time, William Rusher, writing in National Review, had mapped out a possible GOP victory through the South, soon called the “Southern Strategy,” and was a leader of the “draft Goldwater” movement that enabled him to defeat a succession of Eastern moderates for the nomination in 1964.

Goldwater’s against-the-odds victory remains a peak moment in conservative lore. Some Never Trumpers, such as George Will, have held up his insurgent, ideologically driven campaign as a model of the principled conservatism the imposter Trump has defiled. They forget the campaign Goldwater actually waged, which was reported closely at the time. Richard Rovere, who covered Goldwater in 1964, witnessed his final push through the South and wrote about it in The New Yorker. The enthusiasm of the crowds he drew “was essentially non-political,” he wrote.

These were not really political rallies—they were revels, they were pageants, they were celebrations. The aim of the revellers was not so much to advance a candidacy or a cause as to dramatize a mood, and the mood was a kind of joyful defiance, or defiant joy. By coming South, Goldwater had made it possible for great numbers of unapologetic white supremacists to hold great carnivals of white supremacy…. [Goldwater] did not, to be sure, make any direct racist appeals. He covered the South and never, in any public gathering, mentioned “race” or “Negroes” or “whites” or “segregation” or “civil rights.” …He talked about those realities all the time, in an underground, or Aesopian, language—a kind of code that few in his audiences had any trouble deciphering. In the code, “bullies and marauders” means “Negroes.” …States’ rights means “opposition to civil rights.” “Women” means “white women.” This much of the code is as easily understood by his Northern audiences as by his Southern ones…. Goldwaterites do not suggest that the “Eastern press” is Communist in sympathy. It is enough for them that it is Eastern and, in their view, predominantly “liberal.” The code word for it is not “Communists” but “liars.”
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To Rovere, it seemed a kind of madcap stunt, a “great political caper.” And “unless all the rules have been suspended for this year…the entire strategy is a joke.” In fact, it was the beginning of a new polarizing phase in American elections—“white backlash” politics, not limited to the South or to the GOP. Even as Goldwater went to the South, the Alabama demagogue George Wallace delivered the message more bluntly in the North, entering Democratic primaries in Indiana and Wisconsin with surprising results. He won outright in Lake County, Indiana, site of the steel town Gary, and did very well in Milwaukee suburbs. In both places, racial discord was brewing—over schools, housing, jobs, separately or in combination, a foretaste of the blurred mix of cultural and economic tensions that gave Trump crucial rust belt victories in 2016. Like Goldwater, Wallace was a proto-Trump.

The term “white working class,” so much in vogue today, often emphasizes “white” to the near exclusion of all else. This is a mistake. For every white supremacist or neo-Nazi who thrills to Trump’s coarse melody—or tries to exploit it to his own ends, like the would-be agitator Richard Spencer—there are millions of supporters who aren’t so much racists as distressed citizens viewing an increasingly unrecognizable world through the prism of their victimization, real or perceived. To them enemies abound: immigrants who settle for low wages and drive theirs down, or jump their place “in line” to get social services; liberal elites who devise affirmative action programs on campuses and in the workplace and show greater sympathy for Islamic refugees and migrants than for struggling out-of-work “old-stock” Americans, as they used to be called without irony or ridicule.

In the first blush of Trump’s remarkable victory, these messages, since erased by Charlottesville, were being heard, especially on the subject of the Great Recession and the recovery that came after, with its mixed results. “Despite accounting for less than 15 percent of the labor force, Hispanics got more than half of the net additional jobs” in the Obama years, the Times’s Eduardo Porter noted after the election:

Blacks and Asians also gained millions more jobs than they lost. But whites, who account for 78 percent of the labor force, lost more than 700,000 net jobs over the nine years.

The racial and ethnic divide is starker among workers in their prime. Whites ages 25 to 54 lost some 6.5 million jobs more than they gained over the period. Hispanics in their prime, by contrast, gained some three million jobs net, Asians 1.5 million and blacks one million.

The causes of this remain unclear, but some of it flows from the biggest stealth victory that Manion, Goldwater, and other third partiers achieved over the course of many years. It had less to do with race than with the movement’s attack on “Big Labor”—organized unions. Goldwater rose to fame for his attacks, in the late 1950s, on Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers, a champion of civil rights and also of radical-seeming ideas about profit-sharing and pension and other benefits, including health insurance. “The supreme bogeyman for American conservatives,” as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. once called him, Reuther had been the main target of attack in 1958, when Manion’s pet issue, right-to-work proposals that would protect workers in unionized workplaces from being forced to join the union or pay union dues, was on the ballot in six states including California. The GOP published a campaign book, The Labor Bosses—America’s Third Party, that described, among things, the war chest Reuther and other union leaders could draw from to influence elections through political action committees.

Five of the six right-to-work laws were defeated. But the issue of “labor monopoly,” and the strategy of pitting blue-collar workers against union leaders, took root, in part because the arguments were subtler than those used in the “interposition” battle against desegregation. While right-to-work proponents in the South warned that Reuther and other labor bosses would force whites to “share the same restroom with Negroes and work side by side with them,”2 others in California circulated a pamphlet, The Negro and His Right to Work, written by a black conservative, Joseph V. Baker, who claimed that “king pins of labor” in the Teamsters had barred blacks from truck-driving jobs in Los Angeles and from joining the skilled trades in liberal San Francisco. Meanwhile, wealthy businessmen, including one of the du Ponts, financed a scurrilous attack on Reuther, Meet the Man Who Plans to Rule America, written by Joseph Kamp, a far-right propagandist with a long history of alliances with anti-Semites and segregationists.

These combinations of race and class could be worked in almost infinite variations, and they became the GOP’s route to the majority it achieved from 1972 to 1992, when the GOP won four of five presidential elections, all in landslides. An important maneuver was Nixon’s “Philadelphia Plan,” which called for the desegregation of the city’s unions, thereby splitting a reliable Democratic bloc, as disgruntled whites fled to the GOP. Another master of this kind of politics was Goldwater’s heir Ronald Reagan. In his new book, The Working-Class Republican: Ronald Reagan and the Return of Blue-Collar Conservatism, Henry Olsen shows how Reagan, still a Democrat but newly emerging as a political voice on the right, combined racial and labor politics.

Olsen, even more than Flake, insists that his subject was no mere politician but a political philosopher whose “thinking was too subtle, his wisdom too profound” for us to fathom, though Olsen has a good idea Reagan wouldn’t like Obamacare, even if he did come around on Medicare once he saw he’d never be elected president if he didn’t stop saying it was the first step on the skidding road to serfdom. He was no less subtle and profound when it came to shuffling the race and class deck.

In his first campaign for office, Reagan had been elected governor of California in 1966 because, in part, of his views on race mingled with class concerns. He opposed the state’s fair-housing act, enacted in 1964 and worrisome to white homeowners, and said the Watts riots and urban crime had made city streets “jungle paths after dark.” For this reason, Rusher gathered support for a third-party Reagan-Wallace ticket in 1976. Reagan rejected the ticket and instead followed the Manion-Goldwater formula of an insurgent takeover of the GOP from within, coming very close to unseating Ford. When he captured the nomination, in 1980, Reagan at last found time to campaign in Mississippi, going there immediately after the GOP convention to give a speech. Speaking to a large, mostly white crowd a few miles from the site where three civil rights workers had been murdered in 1964, Reagan said, “I believe in states’ rights.”3

But Reagan calibrated his moves even more deftly on unions. He touted his former employer, General Electric, as a worker-friendly company when, in fact, it was fiercely anti-union, as Reagan well knew. Later, however, he made overtures to unions, arranging a meeting with his campaign and the UAW in 1980, when the rank-and-file turned against Carter’s economic policies and its leader, Douglas Fraser, said, “There is a direct correlation between the rate of unemployment and votes for Reagan.” But one of his first and most far-reaching acts as president was to fire more than 11,000 air traffic controllers when they struck in the summer of 1981.

It was illegal for government workers to strike, but they had seldom been punished for doing so. Reagan broke with this precedent and was widely praised for his tough stand. But the impact on the strikers was an early sign of hard times of a kind that is familiar today. Five years after the confrontation, Joseph McCartin writes in Collision Course: Ronald Reagan, the Air Traffic Controllers, and the Strike that Changed America (2011),

70 percent of fired controllers had yet to find jobs that matched their prestrike income. One-third earned incomes so low their families qualified for food stamps. Thirteen percent lost their homes. One fifth still worked in entry-level jobs in clerical, sales, service, or unskilled manual labor.

This is the working-class America the modern GOP did so much to create, one that remains skeptical and even hostile toward labor unions even as wages stagnate and jobs are outsourced abroad. Reagan, again, manipulated the issue skillfully, presenting himself as a supporter of both the working class and states’ rights. He rejected the GOP’s call for a national right-to-work law, saying instead that it should be left up to the states, where it eventually yielded the richest of all Republican states’ rights harvests. In the mid-1950s, seventeen states had right-to-work laws. Today twenty-eight do. Trump won twenty-seven of them.

The exception, Virginia, has an uncommonly large number of federal employees. Today public-sector workers belong to unions at five times the rate of private-sector workers, and a higher percentage of African-Americans than whites are likely to join.4 This is what gives both a racial and an economic cast to GOP politics. Two of the rust-belt states crucial to Trump’s victory, Michigan and Wisconsin, have recently passed right-to-work laws.5 In the Obama years, Wisconsin lost 177,000 union members, and Michigan lost 165,000—accounting together for about a quarter of the reduction in total union membership in that period. In both states the laws were signed by Republican governors who became leaders in the GOP as a result of their battles with organized labor. One of them, Wisconsin’s Scott Walker, made it the basis of a presidential campaign in 2016.6

In addition to the twenty-seven right-to-work states, Trump won three others. Two, Ohio and Pennsylvania, both have large cities with histories of racial conflict as well as declining industrial economies and a shrinking percentage of union workers. The third, Montana, remains a union state, though nine GOP candidates there, running for various offices, came under investigation for accepting illegal contributions from the National Right to Work Committee. Trump’s victory was “a banner night for the right-to-work movement,” National Review Online reported soon after Election Day. “At least two states—possibly three—will become right-to-work next year.”

In February, House Republicans revived a right-to-work bill that had gone nowhere under Obama. One of its sponsors is Joe Wilson, the South Carolina representative who in 2009 shouted at Obama, “You lie!” in what seemed, in those innocent times, an unthinkable breach of decorum. The other is Steve King, the Iowa congressman notorious for his hatred of immigrants who, after Trump indicated that he may not, after all, revoke the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), fumed on Twitter, “Trump base is blown up, destroyed, irreparable, and disillusioned beyond repair.”

Thus does the nameless third party bore ever deeper into our politics, its adherents streaming out of the woodwork—not a majority, but acting like one, with the confidence that its truth will prevail and make America, at last, a true slice of paradise.
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