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licains’ 2017 presidential candidate François 
Fillon, who sought to unite moderates and Le 
Pen followers around cultural issues, from gay 
marriage to mass migration. But Zemmour 
worried that Fillon, whom he remembered as 
having been too weak to stand up against his 
ally Nicolas Sarkozy, would fare even worse 
against his outright enemies. He was not sur-
prised when Fillon was brought down by a 
featherbedding scandal that may have been 
blown out of proportion. Rather than pile on 
Fillon, Zemmour contents himself with quot-
ing Proust: “Unfortunately, in the world at 
large as in the political world, victims are so 
often cowardly that you have a hard time stay-
ing mad at their persecutors.”

Zemmour’s historical project resembles 
the one the English journalist Paul Johnson 
has undertaken in his books, above all Mod-
ern Times (1983). Much as Johnson sought to 
undermine the pro-Soviet bias of certain Cold 
War-era historians, Zemmour is re-sorting 
dates and facts into a counter-narrative meant 
to undermine the multiculturalism that 
France has imported from America. Probably 
the highlight of his newest book is his re-read-
ing of the great anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss, whose Race and History (1952) was 
a pillar of French educators’ arguments for 
inter-ethnic tolerance in the first decades af-
ter World War II. Zemmour does not object: 
cultures differ one from the other, and must 
find a way to cohabitate. But he insists that we 
understand what the anthropologist actually 
said. Lévi-Strauss always considered Islam a 
special threat to diversity. In a later work he 
explained that the diversity of cultures rest-
ed on a mutual “impermeability” that was 
threatened by mass migration. Toward the 
end of his life he warned President François 
Mitterrand of the dangers that would arise 
should the non-French population exceed a 
given “threshold of tolerance.”

Zemmour is very often weaving cur-
rent events into a long-established tapestry 
of French history that he has received rather 
than theorized. When one understands this, 
his preoccupations look less radical. He may 
be wrong that France is heading toward civil 
war, but civil war is a natural thing for French 
people to think about.  “The first thing you 
need to understand about France,” he said in 
September, “is that we are the country of civil 
wars. We’ve always had civil wars: the wars 
of religion, the French Revolution, the Com-
mune of Paris, the battles between collabora-
tors and résistants after World War II.”

The reason France has civil wars, accord-
ing to Zemmour, is that it is, like the United 
States, a created nation. It is a place where 
people dispute principles, and conflicts can 
end when disputes over values are settled. 

“Before World War I,” he says, “there were two 
Frances, secular France and Catholic France, 
and those two Frances were a hair’s breadth 
away from a military confrontation. What 
saved France from civil war? The Great War. 
Horrible to say, but that’s how it is. People 
found themselves in the same trenches, fight-
ing the Germans.”

After World War II, Zemmour believes, 
Charles de Gaulle settled many of the “cold” 
civil wars that had coursed through France in 
the 1930s, when the country wound up too 
polarized between Left and Right to unite 
against the looming German threat. Post-war 
France was built on a modus vivendi between 
two seemingly incompatible groups of resis-
tance fighters—the Gaullists (who represent-
ed France’s age-old Christian culture) and the 
Communists. Zemmour has evolved since the 
turn of the century from a fairly standard-is-
sue free-markets-and-traditional-values con-
servative into one who gives the Communists 
their due as builders of contemporary France. 
One can read his biggest-selling book, The 

Suicide of France, as a paean to that “Gaullo-
Communist” alliance.

Today, by contrast, the political culture has 
something in common with that of France’s 

“strange defeat” in 1940. It is too polarized to 
take account of threats to the country’s surviv-
al. Nor is France alone in this. Zemmour, an 
avid reader of Samuel Huntington, says, “The 
United States, too, is at risk of civil war.”

Zemmour is deeply insightful and deeply 
offensive. He is the one thing to the extent 
that he is the other. In the autumn of 2019 
he spoke to a “Convention of the Right” spon-
sored by Marion Maréchal in Paris. He gave 
a brilliant and embittered speech in which he 
warned: “The question before us is the follow-
ing: ‘Will young French people accept to live 
as a minority in the land of their ancestors?’ If 
so, they deserve to be colonized. If not, they 
will need to fight for their liberation.”

That line brought the house down. It also 
brought legal charges against Zemmour 
for “incitement to hatred.” He was assessed 
a fine of €10,000. Zemmour appealed on 
free-speech grounds and in September had it 
overturned. Prosecutors are seeking to have it 
reinstated. 

As winter approached, Zemmour stood at 
17% in the presidential polls, and seemed to 
be consolidating his position as Macron’s most 
serious challenger. But the road before him is 
a long one. He will need to persuade his coun-
trymen that the political questions they have 
been debating up till now are secondary. He 
will need to persuade them that the only real 
political question before France is its survival. 
And he will need to do his persuading faster 
than his adversaries can do their prosecuting.

Christopher Caldwell is a contributing editor of 
the Claremont Review of Books and the au-
thor, most recently, of The Age of Entitlement: 
America Since the Sixties (Simon & Schuster).
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Book Review by R.R. Reno

All a-Twitter
Last Best Hope: America in Crisis and Renewal, by George Packer.

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 240 pages, $27

George packer is a good journal-
ist, but he has written a bad book. 
Last Best Hope: America in Crisis and 

Renewal offers none of the deep reporting that 
characterized The Unwinding (2013), Packer’s 
justly praised book about the Tea Party re-
sponse to the 2008 financial crisis. It is instead 
the hasty distillation of notes taken by an over-
wrought man who spent 2020 in his basement 
watching cable news, reading clickbait, and 
compulsively checking his Twitter account.

The results are, frankly, embarrassing. The 
“parasites” are always Republicans. The Trump 
years were a “nightmare,” during which “one 
unfit ruler at the head of a craven party and a 
nihilistic rebellion by a part of the people near-
ly destroyed self-government.” Claims about 
voter fraud are of course “lies.” Packer never 
misses an opportunity to describe Trump vot-
ers as “white,” which in the progressive lexicon 
amounts to a sneer that approaches the deri-
sive meaning that what we now politely call 
the “n-word” had in my youth.

Like many commentators in recent years, 
Packer reaches for implausible analogies. “The 

year 2020 saw the most flagrant attempt to 
subvert democracy since Fort Sumter.” Our 
collective failure to don masks immediately 
marked a failure akin to “the fall of France in 
1940.” The Trump Administration’s approach 
to the pandemic reminds Packer “of experi-
ences I’ve had in other countries, like Iraq or 
Sierra Leone, where the state is too weak or 
indifferent to take care of its citizens, where 
the leaders are too corrupt or stupid to head 
off mass suffering.”

I could go on quoting Packer’s many ef-
fusions. But I will spare the reader. It’s suffi-
cient to say that Last Best Hope does not re-
port the thoughts of a calm, thoughtful man 
who wants to help us understand the social 
and political realities of present-day America. 
Yet, this does not make the book worthless. 
George Packer is an award-winning journalist, 
a member of the media elite (a staff writer at 
the Atlantic), and a representative voice of our 
liberal establishment. For this reason, Last 
Best Hope provides a useful glimpse of the hys-
terical sensibilities of the kinds of people who 
claim to provide responsible leadership.

The rants that masquerade as 
journalism spotlight an important 
fact about 2020: most of the people in 

Packer’s social class spent the year in anxious 
isolation. For a brief moment, the honest re-
porter in Packer wins out: “I had a lot of time 
for internet searches in 2020. Like tens of mil-
lions of the locked-down, I spent hours every 
day sitting on my ass, staring at a screen.” The 
admission indicates that Packer is no more in-
formed about present-day American realities 
than any other frightened person who was 

“sheltering in place” last year. He ventured out 
to vote in November. Aside from that, Packer 
seems to have had no interactions with the 
Americans whom he so freely derides.

The same self-imposed isolation character-
ized a great deal of prestige journalism in 2020. 
By my estimation, the overwhelming major-
ity of newspaper stories during the first few 
months of the pandemic were sourced on Twit-
ter rather than with in-person reporting. I live 
in New York City. The eyes of the nation were 
on the metropolis in April and May 2020. Yet, 
aside from Nicholas Kristof, who wrote a pow-
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