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needs “education reform” at the primary
level—though whether this means more char-
ter schools and voucher programs, higher
teacher pay, or some other remedy isn’t clear.

Settersten and Ray conclude with a num-
ber of surprisingly banal prescriptions for the
problems Millennials face. It seems obvious
that young people should choose their friends
wisely, lest they be influenced by rogue peers.
It is undeniable that today’s young adults are
“creating communities of like minds” and
“want freedom and autonomy.” “In the past,”
the authors write, “dating eventually led to
sex. Today, sex eventually leads to dating.” Yet
Millennials are also holding out for a partner
who is a “best friend or a soul mate.” None of
this would be out of place in a book about the
purportedly indifferent Generation X-ers who
preceded them, or unfamiliar to those who
came of age in the 1980s.

Still, Settersten and Ray have produced an
occasionally interesting—and consoling—
account of a supposedly troubled generation.
And when Millennials reluctantly acquiesce
to adulthood, the same concerns will likely be
applied to the next generation.

Michael C. Moynihan is a senior editor of Reason magazine.
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The War of Symbols
Reviewed by James Carman

“The growth of the pow-

er of Athens, and the alarm
which this inspired in Sparta,
made war inevitable,” wrote
Thucydides in his fifth-century
bc chronicle of the Pelopon-
nesian War. Most scholars have accepted his
explanation for the causes of the three-decade
struggle that reshaped the Greek world. Thucy-
dides’ writings greatly influenced the thinking of
17th-century political philosopher Thomas
Hobbes about how and why great powers come
into conflict. Together, writes University of Vir-

ginia historian J. E. Lendon, Thucydides and
Hobbes are “the progenitors of the theoretical
realism that abides in today’s universities and
think tanks.”

But Lendon demurs. He argues that the first
10 years of the Peloponnesian War are best
understood not as a struggle between two mighty
opponents for survival, but as an often petty con-
test over time, “which consisted of esteem by oth-
ers and others’ confirmation of one’s lofty impres-
sion of one’s own merits,” with the rest of the
Greek world occupying the twin roles of audience
and judge.

When the war began, in 431 bc, Sparta, both
because of its heroic defense against the Persians
at Thermopylae earlier in the century and its fre-
quently demonstrated prowess in land battles,
possessed the greater time, and had allied itself
with other land-based
powers such as Corinth.
But Athens dominated
the seas and had ac-
quired its own empire of
tribute-paying islands.
The resulting wealth
had enabled the Atheni-
ans to build the mighty Acropolis as well as an
impregnable wall that protected their port of
Piraeus, and they hungered to be seen as Sparta’s
equal.

Although the surest way to win such respect
was to defeat Sparta on the battlefield, Pericles
and other Athenian leaders knew there was little
hope of that. Instead, Athens employed a strat-
egy that the playwright Aristophanes later
described as “one pot, whacked, kicking back in
anger at another pot.” When Spartan forces
marched into their lands, the Athenians refused
to fight, and the invading warriors could only
destroy the crops that lay outside the city walls.
Athens, meanwhile, sent its dreaded triremes
around the Peloponnesian peninsula, raiding
and destroying coastal villages and harrying far-
off allies of Sparta to whom the Spartans could
not provide promised defense. Though each side
worried at various points that its adversary was
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angling for a destructive advantage, the war was
never about extermination.

Lendon is a gifted storyteller and military
historian. His Soldiers and Ghosts (2005) is a
rewarding journey through classical warfare
from the Trojan War to the Roman conquests,
and the ancient battles he reenacts with his Uni-
versity of Virginia students are regular campus
spectacles. In Song of Wrath, he deftly explains
how battles could turn as much on misappre-
hensions and chance as on bravery and superior
skill. This was especially true at Pylos and
Sphacteria (425 bc), where Sparta suffered its
most ignoble defeat and—almost unthinkable!—
surrendered rather than fight to the death.
Lendon writes that “after that Sparta was merely
playing for a draw,” which it achieved after best-
ing the Athenians in several battles.

Although most histories of the Peloponnesian
War encompass the intervening decade of un-
easy peace that followed and Sparta’s eventual
defeat of Athens at the great sea battle of Aegos-
potami in 405 bc, Lendon ends his history with
the Peace of Nicias in 421 bc, when the Atheni-
ans were up. “The Athenians won both the war
itself and, no less necessary in a war of symbols,
the simultaneous war to define victory and
defeat,” he writes. In his view, the Athenians’
subsequent doom—including their devastating
loss of more than 40,000 men who were killed
or taken prisoner in a risky expedition to Sicily
in 415–413 bc—was brought on only when they
“began to look around for some mighty deed
they could perform that would raise their rank
in the eyes of the Greeks.”

Athens was not, of course, the last power that
would overreach and sow the seeds of its own
destruction, which is one reason why the world
still seeks to draw lessons from this long-ago
struggle. But today, Lendon says, the Pelopon-
nesian War’s most telling insights may be about
“international actors whose aims and actions the
contemporary West finds it hardest to under-
stand and manage: the wrathful ones . . . who
seek revenge for ancient slights.”

James Carman is managing editor of The Wilson Quarterly.

The Thinking
Man’s Politician
Reviewed by Steven Lagerfeld

Daniel Patrick Moyn-

ihan was the kind of figure who
almost makes you wish there
were more intellectuals in Amer-
ican political life. The problem is,
there was only one Moynihan.
Professor, bureaucrat, presiden-
tial adviser, ambassador, and
finally U.S. senator from New
York from 1977 to 2001, he could as easily write a
White House memo citing Jean Paul Sartre as a
warm note to Tammany Hall’s Carmine DeSapio,
telling the imprisoned New York City Democratic
Party boss in 1972 how sorry he was to hear that fed-
eral authorities had denied his request for parole. “If
you are ever around Boston,” he wrote, “you should
know you have a friend on the Harvard faculty.”

At the time, Moynihan (1927–2003) was enjoy-
ing one of his brief sojourns in the academy, having
served as domestic policy adviser to President Rich-
ard M. Nixon and in lower-level jobs under Presi-
dents Lyndon B. Johnson and John F. Kennedy.
Soon he would become the U.S. ambassador to
India, and then ambassador to the United Nations,
where his angry, eloquent (and unsuccessful) crusade
against that body’s infamous 1975 resolution declar-
ing that “Zionism is racism” made him a hero to
many and probably won him his seat in the Senate.

Just to list these accomplishments—and the list
does not include his 18 books and much else—is
enough to leave one panting for breath. I’m happy
to report that this collection of Moynihan’s letters,
journal entries, and other writings, superbly edited
by former New York Times reporter and editor
Steven R. Weisman, is an apt, even riveting test-
ament to Moynihan’s public life. Weisman’s
succinct introductions weave the entries into some-
thing like a Moynihan memoir. The book displays
all the man’s energy, wit, wide-ranging interests,
and determination, along with (to Weisman’s great
credit) his weaknesses—his insecurities, political
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