
George Will, Intellectual Statesman 

Annual Dinner, Calvin Coolidge Presidential Foundation 

Union League Club, New York City, December 4, 2024 

Christopher DeMuth 

 

George Will has been a prominent figure on the American political stage for more 
than half a century. That is one-fifth of the history of America, spanning 10 of our 45 
presidents from Richard Nixon to Joe Biden. His column for The Washington Post and 
hundreds of other newspapers has appeared twice a week since 1974. He won the 
Pulitzer Prize 47 years ago. Along the way, he wrote a feature essay for Newsweek twice 
a month for 35 years, Gerald Ford through George W. Bush, and emerged from his study 
to assess the day’s events on ABC News, Fox News, and NBC and MSNBC. He has 
published 11 collections of columns and essays, three important works of political 
philosophy, and two best-sellers on baseball. 

In contrast, Calvin Coolidge’s tenure in the national spotlight was 10 years—from 
the Boston police strike during his first year as Governor of Massachusetts in 1919 
through the end of his presidency in 1929. He had been an elected local officeholder for 
12 years before that. With a nod he could easily have been reelected to the White House 
for another four years, but chose to spend those years in George Will fashion, writing a 
widely read newspaper column and a splendid book, his autobiography.  

Now, thinking and writing about politics, and doing politics, are distinct callings. 
Presidencies tend to be meteoric coincidences of personal character and political 
circumstance. A president’s words and deeds may change the course of history in a few 
crowded years, whereupon he overreaches, burns out, or is felled by old age, the fickle 
electorate, or an assassin. (A very few have retired to the farm like Cincinnatus—
Washington, Coolidge, Reagan.) A thinker and writer, if he is to achieve lasting influence, 
needs more time. If he gets it, he will have known a succession of epochs and 
witnessed many triumphs and disasters, and may have grown in understanding and 
wisdom. George Will has had all of these in abundance, plus preternatural native talent. 

Not that George’s pace has been lucubratory. His 50 years of studying and writing, 
traveling and speaking, have been as intense as a presidential candidate in October, 
and he has attended more baseball games than any of them. But he determined early 
on that ideas are the moving force of politics—a proposition still in the forefront in his 
Foreword to Amity Shlaes’s new edition of Coolidge. John Maynard Keynes observed 
that “practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual 
influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.” George would agree—
and go on to note that this has proven catastrophically true of Keynes’s own ideas. 

One consequence of George’s devotion to ideas is that he reads books as 
prodigiously as he writes columns. Many of his columns relate what he has learned 
from the latest works of history, biography, social analysis, culture, literature, and the 
hard sciences. He acquired the book habit when he was about the age of Coolidge 
Scholars, Senators, and Debaters. You would be well advised to follow his example. Be 
warned, however, that the Will exegeses are often better than the books themselves, 
and tie them to current events in ways that never occurred to the authors. Reading just 
the columns, then passing over the books for time on YouTube and Instagram, is the sort 
of intellectual welfare dependency that Coolidgidians will abjure. 
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But George is not much interested in ideas in the abstract. His specialty is ideas as 
instruments of human action, and how they play out in the practical world. His 
Washington Post colleague David Von Drehle observes: “Most columnists start with the 
news and go from there. Will starts with ideas … and finds in the news opportunities to 
illustrate them.” The ideas moving the news are momentous ones: good ideas compete 
with bad ideas, and also with other good ideas. The Constitution versus bureaucratic 
progressivism, equal opportunity versus identity patronage, individual freedom versus 
cultural integrity, budget restraint versus military necessity. He follows their battles in 
Congress and the Supreme Court, at faraway summit meetings, at school board 
meetings in the heartland. Readers are treated to vivid accounts of the protagonists and 
their ambitions and arguments—followed by unflinching assessments of the 
consequences for American prosperity and well-being. 

Come to think of it, ignore what I said about reading all those books Will is 
constantly citing. Instead, read his own column collections, cover to cover, which will 
give you the best possible history of the American adventure from the founding to our 
shaky modern times. 

Much of George’s writing has been devoted to a question he posed as a young man: 
“What constitutes the proper relationship between law and the beliefs, habits, and 
dispositions that are the real regulators of society?” His answer has changed over time. 
In Statecraft as Soulcraft (1983), he emphasized the responsibility of government to 
promote sound culture and virtuous habits in the citizenry. In The Conservative 
Sensibility (2019), he emphasizes the classical liberal virtues of individual freedom and 
private ordering, and thinks government’s main responsibility is to get out of the way. 

Many have complained that George has been inconsistent. That is understandable, 
because everyone wants him always on their side. But what George wants is balance. 
His accounts of political and cultural fisticuffs can be as nuanced as high literature. He 
thinks that the best of ideas—including his own favorites such as federalism and 
freedom of speech—are good only properly understood and “up to a point.” (That is one 
of his witty literary allusions, which I leave to our Scholars and Senators to identify.)  

Balance over time is also vital. In 1983, anything-goes personal freedom was in 
fashion across the political spectrum, while signs of cultural decay were being glossed 
over. In 2019, a procession of avowedly conservative political leaders had promoted big-
government interventions to rectify the world, with results that were often harmful and 
enervating. Who would lean against the temporal tides? Not the standard columnist, or 
the standard politician, who fits himself to a political niche with an active constituency. 
George has instead been an intellectual statesman. Cicero likened statesmanship to 
navigating a roiling sea: One throws oneself sometimes to starboard, sometimes to 
port, in order to keep the ship of state on a steady course. In keeping his eyes on the 
horizon from one tumult to the next, tonight’s speaker has displayed as a writer the 
virtues of the political practitioners he most admires. He has thereby married the 
callings of thought and action to an exemplary degree. 

For the latest installment in this saga, let’s give a duly considered Coolidge welcome 
to George F. Will. 


