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Book Review by Emina Melonic

RETURN OF THE SOMEWHERES

Who Rules?: Sovereignty, Nationalism, and the Fate of Freedom in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Roger Kimball.

HO RULES? IS THE TITLE OF THIS

collection of essays edited by New

Criterion editor and Encounter
Books publisher Roger Kimball. Contribu-
tors include Victor Davis Hanson, James
Piereson, John O’Sullivan, Michael Anton,
Angelo Codevilla, David Azerrad, and Chris-
topher Buskirk.

It is also a political question, one that rais-
es the fundamental issue of sovereignty, which
has both international and intra-national im-
plications. It presupposes that men belong to,
and constitute, nations. Those committed to
the idea that sovereignty is legitimate believe,
further, that the plurality of all such nations,
and the particularity of each, is an anthropo-
logical fact, not a historical phase. Americans,
for example, constituted “one people,” ac-
cording to the Declaration of Independence,
which both required separating from another

people, the British, and took for granted that

they were already distinct from all other peo-6 €

ples, such as the Chinese or Spaniards.

Once a nation’s identity and independence
are established, the intra-national question
about sovereignty becomes who among its
people will wield governmental power. Aris-
totle taught that the alternatives were rule by
the one, the few, or the many. In holding that
governments “derive their just powers from
the consent of the governed,” the Declaration
set a standard that rendered any regime but
a republican one all but illegitimate. (We can
imagine an elected dictator or aristocracy, but
they will resemble the monarchs and noble-
men of humanity’s past only if “consent” is
twisted to mean one man, one vote, once, as
William F. Buckley, Jr., used to say. Other-
wise, a dictator who can be voted out of office
is not really a dictator.)

These ancient questions have been made
salient in the 21st century by the rise of na-
tionalism, which reflects the international
aspect of sovereignty, and populism, which
goes to the heart of the intra-national aspect.

Encounter Books, 136 pages, $22.50

Of particular importance to the contribu-
tors to this book is the belief that national-
ism and populism have become intertwined
in response to our eras prevailing policies
and beliefs. One contributor, the Hudson In-
stitute’s John Fonte, says that “transnational
progressivism” is the best name for the ideol-
ogy which posits that: a) nations are neither
particularly important nor respectable; and
that b) popular consent to governing poli-
cies is of far less value than securing experts’
authorship and approval. He calls attention
to the Brookings Institution’s Robert Kagan,
who asserted in 2008 that America “should
not oppose but welcome a world of pooled
and diminished national sovereignty.” In such
a world, according to Fonte, political power is
steadily transferred “from democratic nations

to supranational authorities and institutions,”

such as the European Union or World Bank.

HE QUESTION OF SOVEREIGNTY—OF
who governs—is at the center of all

contemporary populist initiatives,”

Kimball writes in his introduction. He singles
out President Donald Trump’s 2017 speech
to the United Nations’ General Assembly,
which defended the principle of national sov-
ereignty: “T will always put America first, just
like you, as the leaders of your countries will
always, and should always, put your countries
first.” The rejection of Trump's speech was of
a piece with the rejection of Trump’s support-
ers. As Kimball notes, “Populism...is wielded
less as a descriptive than as a delegitimizing
term.”

Part of the problem is the understanding of
what constitutes a country. “One view,” writes
Kimball, “sees the world as a collection of in-
dependent sovereign countries that, although
interacting with one another, regard the care,
safety, and prosperity of their own citizens as
their first obligation.” For transnational pro-
gressives, a country should not have any sense
of cohesive identity, and the idea of citizen-
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ship is loose and unattached to any national
history and meaning,

T GOES AGAINST AMERICAS SELF-UNDER-

standing to be ruled by those in a posi-

tion to be indifferent to our consent. But
“Don't Tread on Me” is not universal, and may
not be permanent even in the United States.
In his contribution to Who Rules?, “Suicide
by Ideology,” Modern Age editor Daniel Mc-
Carthy points out that “a civilization enter-
ing a decadent phase may also give rise to a
universal state and a universal religion.” But
to what end? Any talk of universalism inevita-
bly falls into totalitarianism. To build some
kind of utopia always requires sacrifices that
are forced upon people. The “question of sov-
ereignty,” Kimball writes, “stands behind the
rebellion against the political correctness
and moral meddlesomeness” of totalitarian
bureaucracy.

There is, however, one heartening aspect of
this problem: the reality that human beings
are not categories, and never will be. McCar-
thy makes an important point that “the West
became psychologically imbalanced, with one
set of emotions and personality types predom-
inating. Real human beings are never simply
one type or another.” Transnational progres-
sivism not only forces people into meaningless
and dehumanizing boxes, but also thrives on
the idea of sameness. If only we were all the
same, we would have the perfect society, some
proclaim. This is a foolish and a depressing
idea. If every human being is not in posses-
sion of his sovereign self and if every country
is not existentially and politically powered
by its sovereignty, then how can we expect
to have a flourishing society? The difference
lies precisely in the differences between people,
and tyrannical ideology will never extinguish
the stubborn singularity of the human spirit.

Emina Melonic is a writer and critic living near
Buffalo, New York.
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“I read the Claremont Review of
Books regularly because it is by far
the best review of books around,
both in its choice of books and
topics and in its treating them in
depth, in style, and—most unusual
of all—with real thought, instead
of politically correct rhetoric.’
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—Thomas Sowell
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