
upper reaches of the U.S. News and
World Report rankings. No DePaul
or Purdue grads, old-fashioned labor
leaders, ward politicians, or in-laws
with dubious resumés, writes R. R.
Reno, features editor of First Things
and professor of theology at Creigh-
ton University. The new administra-
tion’s credentials and achievements
recall Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Brain
Trust, Dwight D. Eisenhower’s ad-
visers, and JFK’s Whiz Kids.

The new president’s early ap-
pointments included chief econom-
ic adviser Larry Summers (Har-
vard), Secretary of the Treasury
Timothy Geithner (Dartmouth),
and Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton (Yale Law). To be sure, some of
Obama’s later picks did not fit the

pattern, such as Secretary of Trans-
portation Ray LaHood (Bradley
University, in Peoria, Illinois), but
the tone had been established.

Four decades after antiestab-
lishment sentiment was whipped
up against the “sound men” from
“good backgrounds” who bungled
the war in Vietnam, the Establish-
ment has been restored, Reno says.
The old Establishment went
through a crisis when the paragons
of trim physiques and well-
disciplined lives stood accused in
the 1960s of sustaining a social sys-
tem that was morally indefensible:
excluding blacks, maintaining a
quiet anti-Semitism, keeping
women in their place. Elite univer-
sities adopted new standards to
build a new Establishment:
carefully selected, diverse, merit
driven. Credentialed “good men”
from “good families” were replaced
by “good men and women” from
“good schools” who had won
“important internships.”

The Obama presidency “seals
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The Establishment
Restored

The dramatic achievement

of the November election was not
the selection of the nation’s first
African-American president, but the
return to power of the Establish-
ment—the northern, urban, and well-
educated elite. Not since the election
of John F. Kennedy in 1960 has
America chosen a president so closely
associated with the Ivy League.

President Barack Obama holds
two Ivy degrees, from Columbia and
Harvard Law, and he taught at the
near-Ivy University of Chicago Law
School. His inner circle is replete
with degrees from the colleges in the

T H E  S O U R C E :  “The Return of the Best and
Brightest” by R. R. Reno, in First Things,
Feb. 2009.

The Ivy League elite who staffed the Kennedy administration and ran the Vietnam War gave the Establishment a bad name . . . until now.



rate the nouveaux riches from
their money). Establishments are
suspicious of grassroots move-
ments and populism. Almost all
forms of populism today are
socially conservative. Universi-
ties, foundations, and the judici-
ary are the Establishment’s fav-
ored instruments for directing
social change.

President Obama himself is
the most difficult member of the
new administration to slot into
this picture, according to Reno.
He seems to have been more
influenced by his church than any
president in memory, and he
resisted being used as a perman-
ent ornament of a university.
Maybe, Reno writes, he’s not a
resumé-building achiever, but an
ambitious political animal in
Establishment clothes. After all,
he’s been known to engage on a
regular basis in what the new
elite sees as the ultimate personal
sin: smoking.
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In Praise of
Trimmers

The vestibule of Hell in

Dante’s Divine Comedy
(1308–21) was populated with
ancient representatives of what
Cass R. Sunstein considers an
underappreciated class, the
“trimmers.” Dante wrote that a
very large group of miserable
souls had been sent to Hell
because they had lived “without
infamy and without praise.”
Today they might be denigrated
as lukewarm in their allegiances,
wishy-washy in their politics,
flip-floppers in their beliefs. Sun-
stein, a law professor recently ap-
pointed director of President
Barack Obama’s Office of Infor-
mation and Regulatory Affairs—

the ascendancy” of the reformed
Establishment. Anyone familiar
with the institutions from which
the new elite have graduated
knows what to expect: the “gen-
teel progressivism” of the old
WASP leaders. Ivy League
universities themselves show
what an Establishment-led
administration will be like, Reno
writes. Every leftist agenda has a
sinecure, while institutions pro-
tect their academic predomi-
nance. When challenged, they
guard the status quo. Establish-
ment regimes govern from the
middle. “Expect moderate
economic interventions and no
fundamental changes in foreign
policy,” he says.

Centrist does not mean even-
handed. “The power of new
money is always a threat,” Reno
says. “It’s not an accident that the
1950s and 1960s, decades of
Establishment dominance, saw
high marginal tax rates” (to sepa-
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E XC E R P T

Cowardly Confessors
The “My Bad” syndrome, the act of being gutsy enough

to accept responsibility for doing what one has unarguably

done, is a cunning though ultimately cowardly way of

deflecting attention away from the fact that no one else

could possibly be held responsible for the screwup. It is simi-

lar to George Washington’s disingenuous declaration:

“Father, I cannot tell a lie; I chopped down the cherry tree.”

By declaring that the idea of telling a lie was morally

repugnant to him, young George immediately diverted

attention away from the fact that chopping down a cherry

tree, a far more serious offense, was not repugnant to him,

and from the fact that nobody else could possibly have been

fingered for this act of gratuitous arboreal terrorism. The

whole point of false courage is to move the conversation

away from one’s failings to one’s strengths: I am an idiot, I

am a jerk, I am a lecher, I am a scoundrel, but at least I am

man enough to admit it. Now, let’s turn the page.

The primary objective of false courage in this context

is to accept blame without accepting punishment. . . . Of

course, this tried-and-true, buck-stops-here brand of

false courage is only one strain of an increasingly virulent

social ill. . . . If it weren’t for false courage, most

politicians would have no courage at all.

—JOE QUEENAN, writer and humorist,

in In Character (Winter 2009)


