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This is the text of a talk I gave at several venues in the fall of 2023
when I was moving from the Hudson Institute to The Heritage Foundation.

[ am undeniably a think-tank denizen—I was at the American Enterprise Institute for twenty-
five years (mostly its president), the Hudson Institute for twelve years, and am now at The
Heritage Foundation for heaven knows how long. So I can speak with some authority, plus a
bit of healthy boosterism, about this uniquely American form of civic association and activism.
Friend and foe recognize that we have been important players in politics and policy for more
than a half-century. And I believe our influence has been hugely beneficial. But what are our
prospects in the tumultuous new era that is now upon us?

We are living at a time of spectacular disintegration in American society and politics.
Affluence, technology, and mastery of the physical world have reconfigured human intercourse
and freed us from many constraints and customs that once held us together. Glorification of
personal identity, each new variant demanding public approval, is undermining communal
association and national endeavor. A new political divide of social class besets a nation that
had conceived of itself as essentially classless.

And these problems are colliding with, and aggravating, long-smoldering disorders in our
government. Fifty years of deficit spending has corrupted democratic politics and left us deeply
in debt and ill-prepared to confront hell-bent foreign enemies. Executive lawmaking has given
us a bureaucratic state with powerful tools of surveillance and selective enforcement and a
long trail of abuses.

This is a stimulating environment for thinkers and writers. I get up in the morning to
bristling emails from the Wall Street Journal, Washington Examiner, and New York Times; from
Heritage, Hudson, AEI, Ethics and Public Policy Center, Manhattan Institute, and other think
tanks; and from The Spectator, UnHerd, The Free Press, Law & Liberty, Front Porch Republic,
and several brilliant Substack soloists. If America goes the way of Argentina or Venezuela, it
will not be for lack of stupendous intellectual engagement and ideas for recovery.

The big right-of-center think tanks face distinct challenges. As my morning reading attests,
the internet has radically reduced the costs of engaging in the battle of ideas. There is a great
deal of nonsense and devilry out there, but also a great deal of serious, sophisticated work
equal to our own. Of late, many influential policy interventions have been ad hoc virtual efforts
such as the Great Barrington Declaration and Data Colada. Cerebral work is low-overhead and
its dissemination virtually cost-free. Collaboration among like-minded specialists operating
from far-flung think tanks, universities, and kitchen tables is the new normal. The internet has



disestablished many institutions of media, research, and retailing—maybe the bricks-and-
mortar think tanks are next.

We are, moreover, patently elite institutions at a time when elites have lost their luster. Part
of the blame can be assigned to the administrative state. The progressive enthusiasm for
government by elite administrators was always a self-serving conceit. Unfortunately,
progressivism managed to weaken our constitutional institutions before its anti-democratic
animus was exposed in today’s virtual public square by dissenting experts and leave-us-alone
populists. Laptop rebels pulled back the curtain on many government wizards during the Covid
pandemic and its aftermath.

At the same time, many universities, scientific societies, prestige publications, and artistic
institutions have fallen on their own accord—by abdicating their responsibilities as arbiters of
culture and learning. We think-tankers, however critical we may be of these developments, are
ourselves part of the establishment and cannot ignore the risks of guilt by association. Those
of us who associate ourselves with the spirit and purposes of working-class populists will still
be in our elevated perches.

Most ominously, our essential product—what marketers call our “value proposition”—is
under siege. The best of the think tanks were established to speak truth to power from a defined
political viewpoint. We offer fact and interpretation as a corrective to well-known
shortcomings of politics and government: rhetorical excess, ideological passion, interest-group
capture, the corruptions of power, and what political scientists call the “rational ignorance” of
the general public. We try to demonstrate, in our own writing and speaking, how to be
principled, punctilious, and persuasive and how to align political necessity with apolitical
reality.

But today it often seems that reality is optional and power can speak its own truth. This is
not just a problem of the radical M&M ideologies (Marx and Marcuse) but also of the spread
of ethical relativism and progressive orthodoxy in mainstream institutions. Publishing a truth
that is honest, empirical, and arresting can now get you fired from a tenured professorship at
Princeton and Harvard, canceled by social media bouncers, defunded by foundations, delisted
by Amazon, rejected by scholarly journals, and tarred-and-feathered should you seek to
instruct college students in a guest lecture.

In politics and government, fact now competes with narrative. Narrative plays a worthy
role in history and biography, but it is mainly the province of fiction. Today, government
officials speak in simplistic narratives about the Covid pandemic, climate change, transgender
dysphoria, and systemic racism in law enforcement and primary schools—and attempt to
censor and anathematize those who offer empirical critiques. Presidents recite storybook
accounts of current events that are manifestly untrue. Like Obi-Wan Kenobi mesmerizing the
Stormtroopers, they assure us that matters are well in hand at the southern border. Or they spin



Gothic tales of Georgia reinstituting Jim Crow and political opponents repealing democracy.
This 1s fundamentally unlike the routine political hyperbole of days of yore, and unsettlingly
like the mythmaking of totalitarian governments. And it is infecting private conduct, as in the
blithe atrocity-denying of pro-Hamas college students following the terrorist attacks on Israel.

My counsel in the face of these onslaughts is to keep calm and double down. The think
tank business model has tremendous strengths that are proving their worth in treacherous
times. If we play our cards right, we could even be a force for recovery.

For one thing, the think tanks are still free of enervating billion-dollar financial
endowments. We must earn our keep and have valuable brands to protect—and can take heart
from recent instances of truth prevailing over narrative. As Ronald Reagan put it, facts are
stubborn things. The conservative and libertarian institutes—navigating close to the sirens of
power and politics, declaring their policy leanings rather than denying them—have stayed truer
to the pursuit of truth through free speech and open inquiry than the universities. Indeed, we
have become intellectual havens for academic refugees of the first rank. Several think tanks
are teaching high-octane courses in Western Civ, from ancient to modern philosophy and
politics, where students of diverse and often unformed political views can learn and discourse
without walking on eggshells.

And, as most everyone discovered during the pandemic, the computer hook-up, for all its
advantages, is no substitute for continuous in-person collaboration. Politics is a collective
enterprise, where the solitary analyst is at a disadvantage. Getting your data right is necessary
but not sufficient. It also takes practical knowledge, experience in government trenches,
common sense, iterative conversation, and brainstorming among friends. Making office with
those who share first principles, but interpret the events of the day variously, improves our
work and generates community spirit and institutional momentum. The right-of-center think
tanks have developed distinctive intellectual and management strategies, each with its own
strengths and weaknesses as the political worm turns. This is an important source of
conservative resiliency. We should embrace the virtues of institutional competition and take
iconoclastic start-ups as spurs for improvement.

To continue to realize our promise, we need to stay comfortable with being part of the elite
establishment. To work at an institution such as Heritage, Cato, or AEI is a serious privilege,
one that carries serious responsibilities. Modern citizens are expected to be informed on all
manner of questions of great complexity, remote from the experiences of everyday life. They
need trusted intermediaries to help them sort things out, and social trust has grown scarcer and
scarcer. As many elites have lost confidence in their heritage, the opportunities have grown for
us to remain steadfast in ours. Our specialty of combining firm conviction with empirical
curiosity is the perfect antidote to the failings of the others. We should use it to earn the trust
of reasonable people of all convictions.



But there are unique risks on our side of the political spectrum. Most of the intellectual
action these days is on the right, and several new schools of conservative thought have emerged
in response to the upheavals of our times. Strenuous, rambunctious intramural contention can
be a strength, as it was for the left in the mid-twentieth century. But only up to a point. In my
own new school of national conservatism, my compatriots and I have been compared to Nazis,
and called racists who are planning to turn America into an authoritarian “white ethnostate,”
by prominent conservative intellectuals in respectable publications. This sort of thing has got
to stop.

More generally, we need to beware of the loose opinionizing and name-calling that have
been normalized in social-media discourse. I once mounted a futile one-man crusade to
convince young people to expunge the word “like” from their vocabularies. Undaunted, I now
propose that public intellectuals expunge the word “insane” from ours.

There are heated disagreements among today’s conservative factions over the correct
interpretation of Thomas Aquinas and John Locke. For those in the know, these are debates
with real consequences, but they would take most people extended study even to comprehend.
Other disputes, however, concern problems that are palpable and urgent—American defense
at a time of brutal foreign aggression and dire problems at home; the proper role of religion in
public life; government efforts to regulate social media and to contend with the consequences
of globalization for economic welfare and political cohesion.

My plea is that we recognize that these are genuinely hard, complicated problems, without
self-evident solutions, resistant to tidy formulas and take-that sloganeering. It is best that they
be settled, to the extent they can be settled by argument, by those on the right who share
essential—I daresay true—political principles that many of our countrymen belittle or have
forgotten. They call for sharp argument based on careful observation and analysis, for learning
from earnest give-and-take, and for high levels of sympathetic imagination.

If our proposals had the potential, in the inevitable turn of events, to win at least grudging
acquiesce by sometime fellow travelers, that would be much better than tearing ourselves apart.
Within our think-tanks, we learn that daily socializing and teamwork helps to discipline anger
and dissipate despair—by turning our energies in hopeful directions, toward answers that
might move the wider world. Faced with today’s flood of occasions for justified anger, we
should aim to extend this practical, moderating spirit across institutions.

For many on the right, my admonitions will be preaching to the choir. Preaching to the
choir is a tradition of many thousands of years that conservatives should respect! In the days
ahead, we will need to hold tightly to each other for inspiration and reassurance. The right-of-
center in all its rich variety is in fact the American center, and it has fallen to us to see that the
center holds.



