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Essay by Michael Anton

Woman in Full

The literary establishment has 
worked hard to dismiss Tom Wolfe’s 
novels. John Updike’s calculated put-

down—that Wolfe’s fiction amounts to “en-
tertainment, not literature, even literature 
in a modest aspirant form”—represents the 
intellectuals’ consensus, but is more revealing 
than intended. Literature, apparently, is not 
supposed to be fun: dullness and seriousness 
may not be identical but there is a strong and 
necessary correlation.

Wolfe’s four novels are nothing if not en-
tertaining—so much so that even friendly 
reviewers tend to overlook their underlying 
seriousness. Wolfe is often given credit for 
creating the Reverend Reginald Bacon in The 
Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), published six 
weeks before Al Sharpton rocketed to infamy 
in the Tawana Brawley hoax. But few are will-
ing to take the logical next step and admit that 
the ability to foresee human behavior—the 
ever-unfulfilled dream of the social sciences—
presupposes a sound understanding of human 
nature. To concede that would be to accept an 
account of human nature that too often of-
fends contemporary sensibilities.

Wolfe tells unwelcome truths about race, 
multiculturalism, modern art, masculinity, 
and much else. At least these get noticed. His 

heterodox insights on women have been en-
tirely ignored, unseen behind the repeated 
insistence that he is unable “to write sensibly 
or sensitively about female characters”—thus 
Stephen Abell, representatively, in the Times 
Literary Supplement. “Wolfe’s women are 
mostly ciphers in short skirts, who adore male 
attention,” Abell continues, not noticing the 
tension between the two halves of his formu-
lation. Perhaps Wolfe’s depiction of women 
is yet another instance of his trying to tell us 
something we don’t want to hear.

Only the Best

William crooke and sir herbert 
Risley, two 19th-century English 
social scientists, coined the term 

“hypergamy” to describe their observations of 
inter-caste marriage in India. Women, they 
found, married up but never down. Crooke 
and Risley concluded (or assumed) that hy-
pergamy’s root (in India, at least) is the male 
insistence on preserving the status of the pat-
rimonial line. A decade ago, political theorist 
F. Roger Devlin revived the term and gave it 
a new twist. Far from being unique to India, 
hypergamy is in Devlin’s account universal 
and, what’s more, driven by female, not male, 

desires. “[W]omen,” he wrote, “have simple 
tastes in the manner of Oscar Wilde: They 
are always satisfied with the best.”

When properly channeled, hypergamy can 
be individually and socially beneficial. It en-
courages young ladies to become worthy of a 
worthy man, and vice versa. Yet off the leash, 
it spurs women in unhappy and self-indulgent 
directions.

This truth our culture cannot abide. That 
there are vices characteristic of men and not 
widely shared by women (violence, crudeness, 
skirt-chasing) is not merely acknowledged but 
rubbed in our faces. But any assertion of the 
converse is met with incomprehension, denial, 
and sometimes persecution. The writings of 
Tom Wolfe—who figured all this out on his 
own—are just about the only mainstream cul-
tural product of the last 50 years to present an 
alternative view. Everyone missed it because 
Wolfe has consistently declined to be explicit, 
partly out of the good storyteller’s dictum to 
show rather than tell, perhaps also to protect 
himself from undue blowback. But it’s there, 
between the lines, and has been almost from 
the beginning of Wolfe’s career.

Consider the 1965 essay “The Woman 
Who Has Everything.” Helene is a rich young 
divorcée of 25. (Today she would be closer to 
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Works by Tom Wolfe
discussed in this essay:

“The Woman Who Has Everything,” 
in The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake 

Streamline Baby. Farrar, Straus & 
Giroux, 384 pages, $16 (paper)

The Right Stuff. Farrar, Straus &
Giroux, 448 pages, $17 (paper)

The Bonfire of the Vanities.
Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
704 pages, $18 (paper)

A Man in Full.
Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
742 pages, $17 (paper)

I Am Charlotte Simmons.
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 688 pages, 

$28.95 (cloth), $20 (paper)

Back to Blood.
Little, Brown and Company,

720 pages, $18 (paper)

40. At 25 our metro-gals haven’t even begun 
to think about, much less actually married, 
their “starter husband.”) Helene has divorced 
Kurt because…well, for no discernable reason, 
although full custody of her son and “a great 
deal of alimony” no doubt helped smooth the 
passage. She is desperate to find another hus-
band and to that end is fixed up with a great 
many men, all of whom she finds wanting for 
one trivial failing or another. Not that she 
doesn’t sleep with them anyway. This detail 
Wolfe slips in unobtrusively, so as not to shock 
the beehived matrons reading a broadsheet 
Sunday supplement in 1965. But eventually 
her lovers display some weakness. Like the 

“Cotton Exchange” lawyer wearing, to that 
picnic in Central Park, a shirt so obviously 
out-of-the-box brand new and bought for 
the occasion that the sleeve creases were still 
showing. Or Pierre winding his watch before 
climbing into the sack. No woman could pos-
sibly tolerate that. So out go Cotton Exchange 
and Pierre.

Yet Helene cannot shake the impression 
made on her by Porfirio Rubirosa. Rubirosa 
is a man of slight accomplishment, nominally 
a “diplomat” in service to Dominican tyrant 
Rafael Trujillo, as well as an amateur race 
car driver with a knack for not finishing. His 
true profession was womanizing, and he was 
very, very good at it. He married five times: 
once to Trujillo’s daughter, twice to actresses, 
and twice to heiresses. That’s not counting a 
lengthy string of boldface-name bedmates. 
Helene sees Rubirosa at a party after a year’s 
absence. Wolfe leaves ambiguous the nature 
of their relationship, though perhaps the 
phrase “absolutely marvelous hot labial looks” 
is meant as a clue. Rubirosa trowels on his leg-
endary charm, and 

Helene knows he means it because he 
doesn’t mean it. Is that too crazy? You 
are a woman, he is a man. He would 
break up this stupid Cotton Exchange 
Terrier universe just to have you. Well, 
he didn’t, but he would. Does one know 
what Helene means?

Surely part of what she means is that, after 
a taste of Rubirosa, Cotton Exchange and 
Pierre and bowl after bowl of oatmeal others 
just aren’t going to cut it.

Supply and Demand

The sexual revolution, universally 
assumed to be a boon for randy men, 
has turned out to be in at least one 

respect much more conducive to satisfying 

women’s preferences than men’s. Men may 
have started it, or at least egged it on, hoping 
that with the old restraints gone, they would 
be free to indulge. But they forgot or never 
understood a fundamental law of nature: 
throughout the animal kingdom—up to and 
including Homo sapiens—males merely dis-
play; females choose. When a woman’s choice 
is completely free of all social, legal, familial, 
and religious boundaries, she prefers to hold 
out for “the best.” Hence a constrained-supply 
problem arises.

Four years ago, a University of North Car-
olina co-ed lamented to the New York Times 
that the sex imbalance on college campuses 

That fortunate 20% may be loosely defined 
as “alpha males,” a phrase Devlin (and oth-
ers) borrow from zoology. In animal packs, 
one or a few dominant males monopolize as 
many females as they can. And the females 
not only don’t object—they seek out an alpha 
knowing full well that exclusivity is not part 
of the deal—they will willingly abandon him 
as soon as a more dominant male comes along.

In the wild, “alpha-ness” possesses an im-
mutable core of intrinsic reality. A bull el-
ephant seal either is or is not strong enough 
to fend off competitors and maintain exclu-
sive access to his harem. For the human male, 
well-toned muscles (not to mention lantern-
jawed good looks) are a definite plus in the 
mating game. To these he can add—if he is 
talented and/or lucky—money, fame, and 
status. But should nature or fortune have 
left him bereft in these areas, all is not lost. 
He can make up for their lack by simply fak-
ing it—consciously or otherwise—and many 
women either won’t notice the difference or 
don’t care.

This insight is the great contribution of the 
“pick-up artists,” who insist that women re-
spond positively, almost automatically, to cer-
tain male behaviors and are repulsed by their 
opposites. In brief, aggression, overconfidence, 
and dominance—real or projected—work 
(almost) every time. “Just being yourself ”…
not so much—especially if “yourself ” is intro-
verted, shy, nerdy, needy, normal, or (the kiss 
of death) “nice.”

The more sophisticated professional lady-
killers claim that their teachings derive from 
evolutionary psychology, a relatively new 
discipline that attempts to find the source of 
human behavior in naturally selected traits 
from our animalistic past. An interesting 
hypothesis—but no such appeal to science is 
necessary. First, because an army of pick-up 
artists have, over the past 20 years, marched 
out into the field, tested their techniques, 
and shown them to be effective. Second, be-
cause—from Eve and Helen of Troy through 
Anna Karenina and Cathy Ames—the writ-
ten word has been telling us all we need to 
know.

Against Type

A common—and fair—criticism of 
The Bonfire of the Vanities, Wolfe’s first 
novel, is that it lacks compelling char-

acters. The focus is instead on plot and set-
ting. Wolfe shows exactly what would happen 
in race-obsessed America if an ambiguous 

“incident” were used for nakedly political ends. 
Indeed, having been forced to relive the plot of 

(nationally, 43% male, 57% female as of fall 
2014) is even worse for girls than it looks. “Out 
of that 40 percent, there are maybe 20 percent 
that we would consider, and out of those 20, 
10 have girlfriends, so all the girls are fighting 
over that other 10 percent.”

Probably she was being either polite or 
self-congratulatory by stretching her eligibil-
ity pool to fully half the males on campus. If 
reports of college men are to be believed, no 
more than 20% get all the action. Perhaps not 
unrelated, when the dating website OKCupid 
asked its female members to rate the pictures 
and profiles of their male counterparts, 80% 
were deemed “unattractive.”
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St. Augustine’s Press
Summer 2015

Consciousness
and Politics
Barry Cooper
This concluding
work of Cooper’s
renowned trilogy
on the work of
Eric Voegelin 
begins with an
analysis of the
problem of the
historicity of
truth  as formu-
lated in his 

History of Political Ideas and proceeds
through all of his ourstanding late work.
Cooper closes by addressing the perennial
question: what is the relation of his polit-
ical science or philosophy to Christianity?

The Conservative
Rebellion
Richard 
Bishirjian
Bishirjian, Presi-
dent of Yorktown
University, exam-
ines the American
conservative
movement in
light of phases of
American history
in which the life
of the American

nation took shape from forces and condi-
tions of the American soul, arguing that
the first phase of our common political
life was a rebellion that we recall the
“Spirit of  ’76.”

What Does 
“Academic”
Mean?
Josef Pieper
Introduction by
James V. Schall
In our age of edu-
cational decline,
Josef Pieper offers
new hope and 
understanding: 
“The proper end of
knowledge is truth
and the proper end
of knowing it is 

festivity, something that can only be a free 
response to the joy caused in us when we realize
that reality is not a necessity but a gift for us to
know, a gift to set us free to rejoice also in what
is not ourselves.”  — James V. Schall

Christian 
Persecutions in
the Middle East
George J. Marlin
George Marlin
documents coun-
try by country,
acts of twenty-
first century
Christian perse-
cution that is
nearing a bloody
climax that could
produce the  

unthinkable: a Middle East without
Christians and the destruction of an 
ancient patrimony that has been a vital
link to the very birth of Christianity.

Aborting 
Aristotle
Dave Sterrett
In this wonder-
fully creative
work of looking
at the abortion
debate, Sterrett,
author of best-
seller I Am Second,
reveals the unrea-
sonableness of
abortion and ar-
gues against abor-

tion even in the difficult circumstances.
He draws upon current scientific knowl-
edge of the human embryo to provide
reasons for the restoration of Aristotelian
scholastic philosophical ethical tradition. 

Theology and the
Cartesian Doc-
trine of Freedom
Étienne Gilson
Now available for
the first time in
English is Gils-
on’s doctoral the-
sis, showing the
medieval roots of
Descartes at a
time when the
very existence of
medieval philoso-

phy was often ignored. This facinating
work follows the difficulties and trials of
Descartes with the Jesuits and sets the
stage of much more from the world-fa-
mous philosopher Gilson would become.

Neo-Scholastic
Essays
Edward Feser
Here the author
of The Last 
Superstition 
collects some 
academic papers
from the past ten
years on themes
in metaphysics
and philosophy 
of nature, natural
theology, philoso-

phy of mind, and ethics.
“Feser . . . has the rare and enviable gift of 
making philosophical argument compulsively
readable.” Sir Anthony Kenny, Times Literary
Supplement

Docilitas: 
On Teaching and
Being Taught
James Schall S.J.
The inimitable
James Schall
takes as the title
of his book a
word meaning 
the willingness
and capacity we
have of being able
to learn some-
thing we did not

know, which has not the same connota-
tion as “learning,” which is what happens
to us when we are taught something.

Seeing Things
Politically
Pierre Manent
Introdution by
Daniel Mahoney

These autobio-
graphical and
philosophical 
essays, in the
form of expertly
probing inter-
views, provide a
superb introduc-
tion to the work

of one of the most significant contempo-
rary political philosophers. It is certainly
the best (and most readable and enjoy-
able) introduction to the vital quest for 
meaningful action in the modern world. 

Neo-Scholastic
Essays

From the author of

The Last 
Superstition

Edward Feser
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Bonfire dozens of times since the book’s pub-
lication—Michael Brown and Freddie Gray 
being only the most recent examples—one 
can’t help wondering if we’re all trapped in 
Nietzsche’s eternal return.

Bonfire’s characters often feel like types. 
Judy McCoy, for instance, seems like a typi-
cal wronged wife. But this first impression is 
not accurate, or at least not complete. Land-
ing Upper East Side Yalie Sherman McCoy 
was a major coup for the professor’s daughter 
from Terwilliger, Wisconsin. A Wall Street-
deriding leftist when they meet, and contemp-
tuous of finance even after, Judy nonetheless 
transforms herself into a Park Avenue “Social 
X-Ray” (“starved to near perfection”) with no 
qualms about using Sherman’s money and 
family connections to underwrite her ladies-
who-lunch lifestyle and interior decorating 
hobby-business.

Maria Ruskin also appears to be a “type”: 
the trophy wife. At 26, she is married to a 
71-year-old centimillionaire and lives in a 20-
room Fifth Avenue duplex overlooking Cen-
tral Park. Closer attention reveals her to be, in 
addition, another “type,” albeit one forgotten 
or at least seldom spoken of in our politically 
correct time: the adventuress. She claims to 
be from South Carolina and speaks with a 
Southern accent but otherwise looks “Italian 
or Greek” (and her middle name, coinciden-
tally or not, is Teresa). In addition to that fab-
ulous spread on Upper Fifth, she maintains 
(illegally) a rent-controlled studio where she 
meets her paramours, of whom Sherman is 
but one. She coolly lies to a district attorney 
and grand jury, not merely to get herself out 
of trouble but also to ensure that Sherman is 
thrown to the mob. By the end, she has taken 
her $100 million inheritance and married a 
marginal, but young and very attractive, artist 
with whom she had been trysting on the side 
all along.

Charlie Croker’s two wives in A Man in 
Full (1998) also seem to fit easily into the 
wronged-wife and trophy-wife boxes. There 
is even an adventuress, too: Sirja, the Finn-
ish department store buyer who uses banker 
Ray Peepgass’s lust to produce an anchor baby, 
settle in the United States, and live off child 
support.

Yet Wolfe dramatically improved his abili-
ty to craft three-dimensional characters in the 
11 years between his first and second novels. 
Martha Croker is proof that Wolfe’s women 
are not all gold-diggers and man-eaters. His 
vision is wide enough to see, and show, vir-
tue as well as vice, even as—in the tradition 
of comic poetry, to which Wolfe is a distant 
heir—he spends more time mocking the latter 
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than praising the former. Yet he is careful to 
do both. He extolls womanly virtue perhaps 
most clearly in The Right Stuff (1979), his non-
fiction account of the early space program. Its 
first chapter—entitled “The Angels”—is a 
paean to the fortitude and supportiveness of 
the astronauts’ wives. Nor does Wolfe shrink 
from letting us know that too many of their 
husbands, whose courage and patriotism he 
palpably admires, rewarded that loyalty with 
rampant infidelity.

Martha, too, is a sympathetic figure—and 
not merely because Charlie chucked her in 
late middle age for a much younger model. 
Martha had been a devoted wife and a good 
mother. She also appears to be one of only 
two characters in the book not motivated by 
pecuniary or purely personal considerations. 
Granted, such magnanimity may come easily 
given her $50,000-a-month alimony and $10 
million in cash and securities. But perhaps 
this is a fraction of what she rightfully earned 
as the indispensable foundation of Charlie’s 
vast success. He has manhood and bravado 
in spades but lacks prudence and polish, 
both of which Martha supplied and helped 
him learn. Wolfe writes movingly about 
Martha’s travails as a “superfluous woman,” 
cast off by her husband and ignored by her 
former friends. (Similarly, Wolfe’s depiction 
of the black professional class through law-
yer Roger White and Mayor Wesley Jordan 
is both engrossing and sympathetic—too 
much so to take seriously the oft-repeated 
charge of Wolfe’s “racism.”)

Yet Martha is not—quite—an angel. Wolfe 
hints that she was not entirely blameless in 
the dissolution of her marriage: she somewhat 
knowingly let herself go and stopped exerting 
much effort to maintain her husband’s affec-
tions. Post-divorce, her solution to superfluity 
is to attach herself to a man she doesn’t love, or 
even respect, because his mere presence ren-
ders her visible again to women for whom the 
only thing more pathetic than a woman with-
out a man is a woman who had one, lost him, 
and can’t get another. Martha must get herself 
through the ordeal of sex with Ray Peepgass 
by imagining not just Charlie, but Charlie as 
he was 33 years prior: a college football su-
perstar whose “massive muscular body…had 
scarcely an extra ounce on it back then.”

Martha was sufficiently well brought up 
to have felt embarrassment over “going all the 
way” with Charlie on their first date. She was 
also honest enough to admit, if only to herself, 
her own culpability:

[N]o matter what Martha Starling’s 
better self thought of what she had done, 

no matter how much shame flooded her 
mind, she had a visceral memory of the 
most intense ecstasy of her life. It was 
so taboo even to intimate that you could 
be aroused by male physical power that 
she had never said a word about it to 
anyone.

Eighteen-year-old co-ed Elizabeth Arm-
holster revels in the same lust but lacks Mar-
tha’s honesty or integrity. Caught in flagrante 
at a party with another gridiron superstar, 
Fareek “the Cannon” Fanon (whom Wolfe 
draws about as unsympathetically as pos-
sible—though not inaccurately, as anyone 
who’s been around a Division 1-A star in the 
last 40 years must admit), Elizabeth—sud-
denly concerned for her reputation—seeks 
to absolve herself of responsibility by crying 

“rape!”
Seventeen years after A Man in Full ’s 

publication, the Obama White House not 
only fully endorses the feminists’ phony sta-
tistic that one in five college girls is raped; 

learned nothing, remember nothing, and 
will believe anything.

Cautionary Tales

The disgraceful sexual market-
place that roils today’s campus is the 
theme of I Am Charlotte Simmons 

(2004), a novel that provoked gales of ill-
natured, and not entirely harmless, ridicule. 
This courtly, white-suited old man goes back 
to school 50 years after his own graduation 
and is shocked—shocked!—to find students 
drinking and having sex! Wolfe’s attackers re-
acted with the customary reflex of a Clinton 
caught red-handed: deny, deny, deny. Then, in 
the next breath, insist that the awful spectacle 
you’ve just witnessed is old news. And not re-
ally all that bad. Normal, even. Admirable! 
Kids blowing off steam! Sowing wild oats 
before they hunker down for demanding jobs 
at Goldman, McKinsey, Skadden, or some 
startup in the Valley.

A raft of non-fiction books—A Return to 
Modesty by Wendy Shalit (1999), Unprotected 
by Miriam Grossman (2006), Unhooked by 
Laura Sessions Stepp (2007), Hooked by Joe 
McIlhaney (2008), and many others—have 
made the empirical case against the ravages of 
today’s youthful bacchanalia. But only Wolfe 
has taken us inside the skulls of the partici-
pants, leading to his greatest creation to date, 
a character as fully realized as, say, Emma 
Bovary (whom, not coincidentally, Wolfe uses 
as a plot device).

“I wrote it to be an Uncle Tom’s Cabin for 
young women,” Wolfe told me in an interview. 
And, on one level, the book does appear to be a 
cautionary tale about the dangers to “good girls” 
from a fetid environment. Laurie McDowell, 
Charlotte’s only high school friend, goes off to 
North Carolina State and is immediately cor-
rupted upon arrival by a “culture” for which her 
religious, backwoods upbringing is no match. 
Beverly Amory—Charlotte’s rich, spoiled 
roommate—arrives at Dupont University (the 
novel’s fictional elite campus setting) already 
corrupt and proceeds to spiral downward in a 
whirlpool of booze, bulimia, and casual sex.

Charlotte’s fate, by contrast, seems almost 
positive. At novel’s end, she has snagged a top 
athlete for a boyfriend, along with a choice seat 
in the basketball arena, and is being courted 
by the hottest sorority on campus. To ram 
home Charlotte’s meteoric ascent in conven-
tional status, Wolfe has star professor Dr. Vic-
tor Ransome Starling—a Noble laureate, no 
less—trudge past her up the steps on his way 
to the nosebleed section. Charlotte is stronger 
than Laurie: she resists total assimilation to 

it also presses university administrators to 
make campus sexual assault tribunals even 
more unfair to males than they already are. 
The accused—and they are always males—
are denied an attorney; can’t confront accus-
ers, or sometimes even learn who they are; 
and aren’t allowed to present exculpatory 
evidence. Harvard Law professor Alan Der-
showitz recently said of his university’s poli-
cy that it “was written by people who think 
sexual assault is so heinous a crime that even 
innocence is not a defense.” The much ridi-
culed Antioch College code from the early 
1990s, which required “affirmative consent” 
for every minute act—“May I touch your 
left breast?” “May I touch your right breast?” 
and so on, until she bolts in disgust—is now 
state law in California. Late last year, an 
iron triangle of journalists, activists, and 
left-wing bloggers whipped the nation into a 
froth over a campus gang-rape story so see-
through preposterous it’s a wonder it took a 
whole ten days to self-destruct. Our ruling 
elites are dumber than the Bourbons: they’ve 

The Sexual Revolution has, 
in at least one respect, 

been much more conducive 
to satisfying women’s 

preferences than men’s.
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the ambient rottenness and at least remains 
monogamous (albeit serially), not something 
that can be said for any of her peers.

But Charlotte must suffer deeply and lose 
much to reach even this mediocre equilib-
rium. Wolfe is surprisingly candid about the 
depression he endured after a 1996 heart at-
tack and quintuple bypass. It was no doubt 
excruciating, but he nonetheless managed to 
make good use of the experience. Charlotte’s 
descent into the abyss is as gripping as any-
thing he has ever written, and perhaps the 
most convincing depiction of depression ever 
penned in fiction.

Charlotte is an extraordinary girl, and it 
takes an extraordinary confluence of misfor-
tunes—many of them seemingly contrived by 
the university for the purpose—to bring her 
low. Dupont, like virtually every college to-
day, has not merely abandoned in loco parentis; 
it actively promotes every kind of vice. Also 
culpable, improbably but unmistakably, are 
Charlotte’s decent and religious but danger-
ously cloistered parents.

Charlotte could talk to Momma about 
menstruation, hygiene, deodorants, 
breasts, bras, and shaving her legs or 
armpits, but that was the limit. When it 

came to matters such as whether or not 
she should hook up in even a minimal 
way with a Channing or a Brian and 
whether or not girls who kept it until 
they got married were becoming rare, 
Momma closed any such line of inquiry 
as soon as Charlotte tried to open it up, 
no matter how indirectly, since there 
was nothing to discuss.

This stiff-arm strategy may have befitted 
an earlier age, but applying “Just Say No” to 
the college hook-up scene is akin to bringing 
a Nerf bat to a nuclear war. Charlotte enters 
Dupont utterly unprepared and unequipped 
for the moral squalor she finds there. Even 
Charlotte’s considerable virtues—including 
faith, intellect, and industry—prove insuffi-
cient to withstand sustained assault.

Yet Wolfe also quietly shows that Char-
lotte is not simply a victim. Like a tragic hero-
ine, her own bad choices contribute to her fall. 
Charlotte feels a thrilling, taboo attraction to 
her high school’s drunken, chaw-spitting bad 
boy, Channing Reeves, whom she professes 
to despise, and carries that crude taste with 
her to Dupont. She is a little too proud of her 
figure, especially her legs, and the effect she 
knows they have on men. She teaches herself 

to dress provocatively and becomes something 
of a tease. In her hubris, she is certain she can 
manage young men’s hormone-charged ad-
vances but badly miscalculates her ability to 
control her own.

The heart of the novel is the presentation, 
and tacit analysis, of Charlotte’s three suit-
ors and her reactions to them. Adam Gellin 
is, on paper, ideal for Charlotte. Driven, curi-
ous, and intensely bright, he is the first person 
her own age Charlotte has ever met who is re-
motely her intellectual equal. He personifies 
for her—after her rude awakening to the ugly 
side of campus life—the exhilarating pos-
sibilities of “the life of the mind.” In pick-up 
artist terms, though, Adam is a “beta”—full 
stop. At 22, in the midst of Dupont’s exuber-
ant and highly visible rolling orgy, he remains 
a virgin—a source of deep humiliation on 
which he never stops dwelling. 

Jojo Johanssen by contrast is an arche-
typal “alpha male”: big, strong, muscular, 
aggressive, physically dominant—all traits 
which he employs to great effect on the bas-
ketball court, where he adds fame to his im-
posing presence, making him something of a 
demi-god.

Hoyt Thorpe illustrates the kind of “alpha” 
that has no analog in the animal kingdom. He 
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precautions, the players manage to connect 
with the girls—or the girls sneak past security 
to find them.

After one such encounter, a puzzled (and 
guilty-feeling) Jojo asks a groupie why she 
and her sisters do it. Her answer? “Every girl 
wants to…f--k…a star. Any girl who says she 
doesn’t is lying. Any girl…. And every girl.”

Wolfe asked his two then-college-aged 
children to review his manuscript for accu-
racy. He reports getting high marks with one 
exception: his daughter insisted that no girl 
would ever say any such thing. I believe I can 
resolve this family dispute: they’re both right. 
No girl would ever say it, or perhaps even con-
sciously think it. But that urge is the subcon-
scious motivator.

“Not even the sight of the boys in their Me-
chanics & Tradesmen’s Ban-Lon could turn 
off the girls to the presence of the astronauts,” 
was Wolfe’s comment in The Right Stuff on the 
dismal style of the two worst-looking of the 
Mercury Seven. “There were juicy little girls 
going around saying ‘Well, four down, three 
to go!’ or whatever—the figures varied—and 
laughing like mad. Everybody knew what 
they meant.”

Any girl and every girl may feel the impulse, 
the same way almost any man will neurologi-

cally respond to the sight of a beautiful young 
woman. But it took the complete stripping 
away of all restraint, plus the added kerosene 
of “sex positive” propaganda, to encourage 
thousands—millions—of girls to leap head-
first, without a trace of shame, into risky, self-
destructive behavior that in every prior gen-
eration would have resulted in ostracization 
by peers, parents, co-workers, everyone. To 
say nothing of all the attendant medical and 
psychological risks.

Even Charlotte, the archetypal “good girl,” 
is not immune.

[S]he wanted to want Adam! She want-
ed to want to kiss Adam goodnight in 
a deeply committed way. Adam had an 
interesting mind, an exciting mind, an 
adventurous mind…. He was sweet and 
he really was smart…. She consciously 
wanted to be Adam’s friend, his close 
friend—no, it was more than that…she 
wanted to love him! That would solve so 
many problems! She could live the life 
of the mind and the life of romance in 
one and the same person! All things 
that really counted would come togeth-
er! …[B]ut she didn’t love him, and she 
couldn’t force herself to love him…. She 

is well-known—on campus, at least—but it’s 
hard to pin down exactly why. Partly his sta-
tus derives from being the leading brother in 
Dupont’s most prestigious fraternity, Saint 
Ray, partly from his good looks, partly from 
the way he deliberately misleads others to 
overestimate his socio-economic background, 
but mostly it’s owing to his preternatural cool.

In the wild, and even on campus, if things 
were somehow to come to blows, a giant like 
Jojo would simply annihilate Hoyt. Hoyt’s 

“alpha” is all show, no substance (he ignomini-
ously loses the one fight we see him jump into). 
But for man—the social and political ani-
mal—alpha-ness takes more than just physi-
cal form. Devilishly handsome, seemingly 
(but not really) rich, socially dominant, and 
always always always gloriously bored, Hoyt 
may lack Jojo’s bulk and national renown, but 
he is every bit as successful with the co-eds.

Neither need exert any effort to attract girls. 
Nubile co-eds show up at the Saint Ray house 
to service Hoyt and his friends and don’t so 
much as ask, or expect, the bros to learn their 
names. The basketball players are stalked ev-
erywhere they go—at practice, before and af-
ter class, on the road. Before every away game, 
groupies mill around the hotel lobby as the 
team checks in. Despite the coaching staff’s 
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didn’t feel butterflies in her stomach at 
the very thought of him…. If she did, 
she was convinced, love would drive all 
the cheap, smug standards of Cool out 
of her mind.

Adam is in fact worse than a simple nice-
guy beta; he is what the professional pick-up 
artists term a “beta orbiter.” He hangs around 
Charlotte constantly, calls incessantly, and 
contrives deceptively random meetings. His 
supplication culminates in his playing nurse 
during her depression, cuddling her night 
after night—with their clothes on—without 
getting so much as a kiss on the cheek.

Against this pathetic show of non-virility, 
the allure of cool proves far stronger than the 
appeal of the mind. The first time Charlotte 
meets Hoyt, before he even knows her name, 
he tries to maneuver her into a one-night stand. 
This makes her indignant in the moment, but 
doesn’t stop her from pursuing him later; nor 
does seeing him brazenly dirty-dance with a 
hot blonde, right in her face and in front of 
her friends. Even after it’s all over with Hoyt, 
Charlotte can’t bring herself to feel anything 
more than a weak sisterly concern for Adam. 
Indeed, when Adam plunges into his own de-
pression and begs her to mother him the same 
way he had babied her, she does so—briefly, 
grudgingly, irritably, out of a sense of obliga-
tion and nothing else. For Hoyt—who drunk-
enly took her virginity and then never spoke 
to her again—she retains a naïve affection 
unto the end, and even a level of self-delusion:

Ah, Hoyt. If only you would come take 
one last look at what you so cavalierly 
discarded, at what you once loved—and 
love her you did—I know it!—if only for 
an evening or a single hour or one brief 
instant.

Perhaps Charlotte—like Helene with 
Porfirio Rubirosa—will never get over Hoyt, 
notwithstanding her superstar, super-alpha 
boyfriend. But then, by the end, Jojo too is 
sucking up to her. She considers herself his 

“teacher…mentor…nanny.” One wonders how 
long they will last.

Charlotte’s final brief encounter on the 
arena steps with Professor Starling brings 

her story to a fitting end. She had greatly im-
pressed this man and was given the extraor-
dinary opportunity—especially for a fresh-
man—to work as his research assistant. That 
chance has been squandered—along with the 
extraordinary potential that lifted Charlotte 
to Dupont in the first place.

Trading Up

In wolfe’s latest novel, back to blood 
(2012), Magdalena Otero—it’s worth 
pausing to recognize that Wolfe is the 

most inventive namer of characters since 
Charles Dickens—is the clearest possible ex-
pression of hypergamy in action. As the story 
progresses, she “trades up”—or tries—to a 
succession of higher-status men. None of her 
exes cheats on her or mistreats her in any way. 
She simply becomes dissatisfied, sees a chance 
to do better, and goes for it.

When the curtain rises, Magdalena is 
partnered to nice-guy cop Nestor Camacho. 
Nestor has many things going for him, includ-
ing an enormous upper body built by repeat-
edly climbing a 55-foot rope without using 
his legs. But he loses Magdalena by forgetting 
how he won her:

Suave he must have looked when he had 
to prevent this jebita from passing the 
barricade across 16th Avenue at Calle 
Ocho and she put up this big argument…
and then he smiled at her in a certain 
way and said I’d love to let you by—but 
I’m not going to and kept on smiling in 
that certain way and she told him two 
nights later that when he started smil-
ing she thought she had charmed him 
into letting her have her way but then 
he stood her up rigid with but I’m not 
going to—and it turned her on.

By the time we readers first see them together, 
muscle-bound Nestor is all lovey-dovey mush. 
Magdalena is repulsed.

So she dumps him for Dr. Norman Lew-
is—with whom, incidentally, she’s already 
spending the night. Norman is much older 
than Nestor and a decidedly inferior physi-
cal specimen. But he’s an americano with blue 
eyes and wavy light brown hair, plus a high-

priced condo, a speedboat, and a national 
reputation, all of which confer a certain sta-
tus—on her. “You want everybody to know 
that Dr. Norman Lewis is your boyfriend! 
Admit it!” Magdalena harangues herself. “[Y]
ou want his picture all over the page by the 
time the 60 Minutes thing…is on. Right? You 
want them to know you possess that gorgeous 
blond, blue-eyed americano, that glamorous, 
famous Older Man!”

Russian oligarch Sergei Korolyov com-
bines Nestor’s physique with levels of money, 
power, and fame that Norman can’t touch. 
Magdalena dives into Sergei’s bed after only 
their third meeting, and first real date—alac-
rity she is able to rationalize as “the modern 
sequence of love.” But she is scarcely afforded 
30 minutes to revel in this fairy tale before it 
collapses into a putrid pumpkin. In the most 
humiliating fashion, Magdalena is smacked 
with the realization that she is but one in an 
endless series—“pumped and dumped,” as 
the pick-up artists say—an outcome any fool 
could and should have seen coming a light 
year away. But the lure of muscles, money, and 
a foreign accent….

When allure gives way to danger, the pri-
mal instinct to seek protection resurges and 
the formerly unexciting suddenly appears in a 
different light. Magdalena, fearing that Sergei 
might be involved in a crime, seeks the com-
fort of Nestor’s arms. “It was like he was be-
ing all manly and taking charge,” she gushes 
to a girlfriend later, “like he knew something 
about it and knew what to do. He was kind 
of…I don’t know…hot.”

From Helene to Magdalena—and many 
others in between—Wolfe’s women are not, 
alas, in their every action paragons of every 
known virtue. But they are real women—
with real strengths, desires, and failings. Tom 
Wolfe lifts the lid off their ids to reveal that 
what motivates them is consistent and com-
prehensible—and quite different from what 
drives men. Because what he shows isn’t al-
ways pretty, we’ve preferred not to notice. In 
an era of collapsing marriage, rising illegiti-
macy, elite cheerleading for false rape accusa-
tions, and much else, it’s high time we started 
paying attention.

Michael Anton is a writer living in New York.



Subscribe to
the Claremont Review of Books

Subscribe to the CRB today and save 25% 
off the newsstand price. A one-year

subscription is only $19.95.

To begin receiving America’s premier
conservative book review, visit 

www.claremont.org/crb
or call (909) 981-2200.

“In an age when re�ection and civil-
ity are out of style, the Claremont 

Review of Books has become one of 
the only places where important 

new books are treated seriously and 
in depth by reviewers who know 

what they're talking about.”
—Charles Murray

The Claremont Review of Books is one 
of the best edited and best written 

magazines of any kind in America, and 
an invaluable center of conservative 

thought on a rich and varied range of 
subjects to the discussion of which it 
unfailingly brings to bear the highest 

order of critical intelligence.
—Norman Podhoretz




