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in the depths of experience and finds those 
depths protected by the best of inherited tra-
ditions and practices. Hope wants meaning 
to endure and is leery of claims to improve 
on it” (262).

Lest readers assume that such hope merely 
expresses the “will to believe” proposed by 
William James, Mittleman repeatedly insists 
upon the reasons for hope found in the richest 
of intellectual artifacts created by humanity. 
C. S. Lewis argued for something similar in 
The Abolition of Man, when he worried about 
the modern advent of “men without chests,” 
by which he meant citizens without moral 
fiber and rendered incapable of sound judg-
ment. He thought that irrigating the imagi-
nation was essential for prudential action 
and that the imagination was fueled by the 
world’s treasury of wisdom, rather than by 
the latest market and educational trends. 
Hope in a Democratic Age seeks to channel 
life-sustaining traditions into contemporary 
imaginations and thereby provides readers 
with a much needed renewal of reasons for 
engaging in the effort of citizenship today. 

COMMON GOODS

Christopher O. Blum
 

The Politics of Gratitude: Scale, Place, and 
Community in a Global Age  

by Mark T. Mitchell  
(Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2012)

Experience is a hard master, but a neces-
sary one. “Thou shouldst not have been 

old till thou hadst been wise,” says the Fool 
to Lear, and it is easy enough to appreciate 
the principle that undergirds the judg-
ment. A long succession of years is only an 
opportunity to achieve practical wisdom, 
not a guarantee of it. Our own age abounds 
in Lears, and we only await a new Eliot to 
chronicle a cultural low that even The Waste 
Land did not anticipate, as the gray divorcée 
sheds one “hollow man” for another.

To our perpetually adolescent era, Mark T. 
Mitchell brings the wisdom of the ages. His 
aim is to suggest a vision for political and 
cultural renewal that might transcend the 
sterile divide between liberal and so-called 
conservative, that is, between libertarians 
of the Left and libertarians of the Right. To 
that end, he marshals not only King Lear—
which he relates to his central themes with 
great sensitivity—but also much of the best 
that has been thought and said since World 
War II. Drawing upon Wendell Berry and 
Robert Nisbet, Neil Postman and Allan 
Carlson, among many others, he offers a 
brave affirmation of the good of ordinary 
human life that is a most welcome tonic in a 
world made newly dumb by Apple.
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Mitchell’s book is divided into two parts, 
the first laying out “the concepts,” and 
the second exploring “the consequences.” 
His starting point is a reflection upon our 
contingency and dependency: realizations 
based upon everyday experiences that should 
remind us that we are essentially creatures 
and certainly not self-creators. From this 
beginning follows the need for gratitude, 
which is the fulcrum on which the volume 
turns. If the goods we need are things that we 
chiefly receive—from family, friends, com-
munity, tradition, nature, and God—then it 
stands to reason that gratitude is a disposi-
tion necessary for us to profit from them 
by using them rightly. Gratitude, Mitchell 
reminds us, is “the mother of stewardship.”

As he moves from his first principle into 
its ramifications, Mitchell’s debts to Wendell 
Berry become readily apparent, occasionally 
in the form of quotation, but more essentially 
in the book’s structure. The central chapters 
of The Politics of Gratitude treat the need for 
human scale, the importance of the family 
home, the goodness of political freedom, the 
necessity of private property, and, crucially, 
the need to acknowledge nature as a teacher 
and guide. The volume ends with a chapter 
on liberal arts education, understood as 
“the stewardship of civilization,” and a final 
reflection upon the neighborly arts, notably 
offering the lovely image of a garden tended 
for the sake of having home-grown tomatoes 
to give as gifts to friends.

As a writer, Mitchell has the decided 
advantage of knowing what he is about. 
A scholar of Polanyi and Berry, he writes 
insightfully about the skills available to the 
gardener and about the night sky as a source 
of wonder. A founder of Front Porch Repub-
lic, he serves up such spirited phrases as “the 
soporific gruel of television” and, speaking of 
the space between the ear buds, “the echo 
chamber of the self.” A professor of political 

theory, he has his hands on up-to-date socio-
logical analysis and uses it to good effect. 
But most important, as son and husband and 
father, he writes strong, straightforward, and 
sensible prose about men and women and 
their gratitude for the greatest gift of all: the 
new life that comes from their union, and 
the joys, sorrows, and duties that flow from 
fruitful marriage.

The Politics of Gratitude, then, is an earnest 
and eloquent tract for the times. It is also 
proportionate to its task, for Mitchell neither 
rants nor preaches, and his illustrations of 
the good life he enjoys with his own family 
are suitably few in number and modest. It is 
true that some readers will wonder whether 
they form a part of his intended audience. 
Given the centrality of the theme of grati-
tude, and especially gratitude to nature and 
to God, one can assume that stern secularists 
would take the work to be off the mark. Yet 
its tone is irenic, and a reader with even a 
modicum of sympathy will find here much 
food for thought.

If one were to venture a critical observa-
tion about the work, it might be that it is—
ironically—insufficiently political. It may 
be that the renewal of our public sphere can 
only be accomplished once the rebuilding of 
our private, family lives has been achieved. 
Mitchell’s contention seems to be that we 
must first choose ourselves as families and 
seek the goods that families share in order to 
unlearn the individualism and the habitual 
ingratitude that results from our affluence 
and consumerism. Only then can we hope to 
strive for goods that are still more common, 
goods such as healthy political institutions 
and laws framed for the sake of inculcating 
virtue. And he may well be correct, echoing 
as he does the conclusions of MacIntyre’s 
After Virtue and subsequent political essays. 
To hope for quick political solutions to our 
cultural woes is to seek fool’s gold, but to 
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write in defense of authentic human goods is 
always a constructive activity, no matter the 
circumstances or short-term results.

The disposition to be grateful for goods 
received, however, neither exhausts the virtue 
of justice nor the good life as a whole. It may 
play as important a foundational role in the 
life of the virtues as Mitchell suggests, but by 
itself it does not guarantee—or even effec-
tively promote—a healthy political outcome. 
What is needed to that end is an adequate 
substantive understanding of the common 
good and also some measure of the virtues 
that make its attainment possible. And it is 
crucial to note that those virtues are active 
and creative ones, virtues such as courage, 
the prudence of the ruler, and the justice that 
is a disposition to value and to seek common 
goods over private ones. Shakespeare’s Lear 
is a tragedy, after all, because what falls is 
not just a king, but a kingdom. Lear’s failure 
to become wise is more culpable because he 
should have been a cause of virtue in others.

Years ago, in a review of Judge Bork’s 
Slouching toward Gomorrah, the late Eugene 
Genovese wondered whether our cultural 
decline could be reversed by anything short 
of what he called a “stern regime,” and it 
may be that a dose of New Left radicalism 
is just what the tradition of the virtues can 
use now and again. For Genovese’s conjec-
ture reminds us that it was not only due to 
the labors of St. Benedict that Europe was 
able to emerge from the chaos of the Dark 
Ages; it was also thanks to Clovis drilling his 
soldiers into Roman order and Charlemagne 
imitating Caesar by building a bridge across 
the Rhine. And Victor Davis Hanson has 
been persistent in arguing that the very val-
ues that Wendell Berry and Mark Mitchell 
laud—the values of garden and hearth, nurs-
ery and school—have regularly needed to be 
defended by more than pitchforks. Yet these 
observations do not at all detract from the 

good that Mr. Mitchell has achieved with 
The Politics of Gratitude; they merely point 
to a possible sequel. 

LIMITED OR 
DECENTRALIZED 
GOVERNMENT?
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Limited Government and the Bill of Rights  
by Patrick M. Garry (Columbia: 

University of Missouri Press, 2012)

Patrick M. Garry finds contemporary 
judicial misuse of the Bill of Rights 

distasteful. In his latest book, he offers an 
alternative way of understanding the Consti-
tution’s first ten amendments.

Since the revolution of 1937, federal judges, 
led by the Supreme Court, have essentially 
abandoned enforcement of the Constitution 
as a frame of limited government, Garry 
notes. This raises serious philosophical issues, 
because while the Federalists of ratification 
days sold the Constitution as establishing 
a federal government of very few powers 
and leaving all the rest to the states, we live 
under a radically different dispensation now. 
Instead of the Constitution to which the 
people agreed in 1787–88, the judges have 
opted instead to impose upon us a charter 
of essentially boundless power. By the post-
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