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Daniel, directed by Sidney Lumet (Paramount Pictures).

after appeals all the way up to the Supreme Court, executed for conspiracy to commit espionage on behalf of
the Soviet Union. The trial took place in 1951, the execution two years later. The alleged goal of their conspiracy
was the secret of the atomic bomb, and the principal
witness against them was one of their alleged coconspirators, Ethel’s younger brother David Greenglass (who
drew a long sentence in his own trial). A thirh codefendant, Morton Sobell, was given 30 years.

M o s t American Communists, Whittaker Chambers
observed in Witness, were not flamboyant people. They
were not, like John Reed, romantics who made up for
mediocre writing abilities by an adventurous outlook on
life; on the contrary, they were rather humdrum sorts
with a rather narrow view of what life had to, or even
ought to, offer. They were the kind of people who
worked the bureaucracies of state agencies, did not read
surrealist poetry, bought reproductions of perfectly ordinary pictures, shopped at Macy’s, not Saks, and were, in
short, tacky.
Like most people, Chambers added, Communist party
members required faith. This was Chambers’s great insight and the cause of the mistrust he provoked among
liberal anti-Communists in the fifties, as well as the admiration he evoked among traditionalists like William F.
Buckley, Jr. What was really at issue-Chambers was
convinced of this-was not so much a political system as
man’s soul, and communism must be opposed not by
liberalism but by Christianity. For he saw that the Communists, at least the American Communists whom he
knew, were above everything else believers.
You can carry on back and forth as to the accuracy of
Whittaker Chambers’s insight, its applicability to Communists outside the United States, and any number of
other issues that it raises. But I think it is very likely that a
large number of Communists were people such as Chambers claimed he knew in the party, ordinary people with a
big emptiness in their souls, which they filled by believing
in the Soviet Union, the working class, the revolution, or
whatever the party might refer to at a given moment as
the central tenet of its creed. And this spiritual atmosphere is absolutely crucial to understanding one of the
most famous judicial cases in American history, the Rosenberg espionage conspiracy, and all subsequent comment upon it, including Sidney Lumet’s new film, Daniel.
The film opened in September and has been enjoying a
feeble run at the box office-and causing a good deal of
impassioned controversy among the critics.
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were tried, convicted, and,

Scapegoats or Spies?
This case has been the object of a great amount of
controversy and has given rise to a substantial literature.
Legal critics of the case, such as Louis Nizer, have agreed,
in general, that the trial was fair. Historians of the case
have also agreed that the trial was fair, as far as judicial
procedure goes, but have been divided over the more
fundamental question of whether it was possible to get a
fair trial, in the deeper sense, in 1951, when the United
States was at war in Korea and had recently lost its
nuclear monopoly. A rapidly dwindling pro-Rosenberg
faction is convinced that the FBI framed innocent people
because the government needed scapegoats to get away
with its imperialistic, anti-Soviet foreign policy (otherwise known as the Cold War). The anti-Rosenbergians
are convinced that there really was a spy ring coordinated
by Julius Rosenberg, indeed an effective one, which aided
the Soviets. This side has just been given a boost by The
Rosenberg Files, a new book by Ronald Radosh and
Joyce Milton, who obtained previously unreleased government files, expecting to prove the Rosenbergs innocent but instead concluding that Julius was guilty and
Ethel was aware of what he was doing.
The Rosenbergs’ own insistence, to the very end, that
they were innocent has been crucial to the mythology
that surrounds them. That they were young parents, that
the sentence was harsh, that the whole affair was depressing and gruesome-no doubt, all this contributed to
making them popular martyrs for the Left, both Communist and non-Communist. But it was their “We are innocent” that was the most important thing, that led people
to identify with them. Somewhere, despite the horrors of
Stalinism and every other revolutionary Eldorado-or
rather, precisely because of them-somewhere in his soul
the revolutionary true believer must believe that he is
right: “We are innocent.” You can show the trial to have
been fair, you can prove there was indeed a spy ring
under Soviet control, still they meant to do the right
thing: “We are innocent.” If they had confessed, what
good would they have been once the Soviet Union lost its
charm-as, over the years, it did even to members of the
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party? They would merely have been Soviet spies. But
they died saying they were innocent, and so for every old
ex-leftist, every jaded ex-fellow traveler, the Rosenbergs’
innocence became an article of faith. Perhaps the last
one.
One of the reasons for the 30-year insistence by the
Rosenbergians that there was a government frame-up is
that-this is one of the Left’s many dirty little secretsthe Communist party did very little to help the Rosenbergs. In fact, there is good reason to believe they were far
more valuable to the party dead than alive. Their partyconnected lawyer, Emanuel Bloch, defended them
poorly, and during the last stages of the appeals process
he went so far as to try to prevent friendly lawyers from
making new procedural arguments. The party and its
press paid little attention to the Rosenbergs during their
trial, as it felt it would be bad publicity to be connected to
alleged Soviet spies. But as soon as they were on death
row, the Rosenbergs became a valuable propaganda
commodity to the party, in the United States and
throughout Europe. Big campaigns were organized-the
one in France was particularly successful-around
the
theme that the United States was in the grip of an antiSemitic, Fascist hysteria and would crush any who opposed its bellicose foreign policy. From the party’s point
of view, with alarming purges of Jewish Communists
taking place in Czechoslovakia and elsewhere in the bloc,
the case provided a welcome diversion.
That, in bare outline, is the Rosenberg story. It is a
dramatic story, obviously, in some sense even a tragic
one. For what is clear is that the Rosenbergs, even if one
sees them as traitors, were victims of forces much larger
than themselves. They were simple, ordinary people from
the Lower East Side who needed something to believe in.
Julius had thought, in adolescence, of becoming a rabbi.
Ethel wanted to be an actress. The Communist party gave
them a faith and a stage on which to act out their beliefs.
It caused them, through its Soviet master, to do incalculable damage to their country, and then it exploited them
for all the propaganda value they were worth. This could
indeed make a poignant story. They left two little boys
and told them that they were right and that their country,
the country the children would have to grow up in, was
wrong.
Coverup
O u t of this material, interesting tales could be told, and
not just biographies and histories and legal critiques.

What has happened, however, is that talented filmmaker
Sidney Lumet (The Verdict, Prince of the City, Network,
and many other films) has taken an atrociously bad
novel, The Book of Daniel by E. L. Doctorow (best
known for Ragtime), and transformed it into a film that
seems to be more interested in covering up a story than in
telling one.
Although the references to the Rosenberg case in
Daniel are many, Lumet claims to have made a film
without political content. It is supposed to be only about
a son’s search for his parents. There is a small problem,
though, in that the parents in question (called lsaacson in
the film) are up to their eyeballs in political idealism.
84

Even on its own terms, however, the story flops because
the Daniel in Daniel fails to determine whether his parents were indeed framed. This question, and his sister’s
anger at him for pretending not to care about the family
history, is what sets him on his quest. Nor does he
understand the motivation of their political choices.
With such basic questions left unanswered, Daniel’s own
personal and political transformations over the course of
the story are thoroughly incomprehensible except, perhaps, by a leap of faith.
Daniel is quite possibly the most blurred, indeterminate, and inconclusive film ever made. The only thing we
know for sure after seeing this movie is that it is awful to

Daniel barely escapes. Whatsaves him
is that he finally understands. I t is not
at all clear what exactly he understands. But he does. He joins the
movement against America.
be 10 years old when your parents are sent to the electric
chair. But has anyone ever devised a cheaper shot? How
can anyone not be anguished at the sight of two small
children running away from a waifs’ home only to find
their own home all boarded up? Not to speak of meeting
their parents (one at a time) in the visitors’ room at Sing
Sing? Meanwhile, of the many important questions
faintly suggested by Daniel, all of which have their source
(and perhaps their answers) in the Rosenberg case, not a
single one is dealt with seriously by Sidney Lumet. Why
were lower-middle-class Jews of that generation attracted to the Communist party? Does Daniel think his
parents were guilty o r not? If innocent, were they tried
and convicted for their beliefs (because “the country had
lost its mind,” as one Rosenbergian critic suggested in a
review), for their Jewishness, or what? Does Daniel join
the antiwar movement out of filial loyalty or considered
political judgment? It is simply impossible to say.
Messrs. Lumet and Doctorow are on record as stating
that their story is not about the Rosenberg case at all.
This claim is not credible, in view of the many references
to the case in the film. Mr. Doctorow himself, in this
connection, said something very revealing. “To get back
to the Rosenbergs,” he said, “they’re dead. And no description of their guilt or innocence is going to bring them
back. The meaning lies not in what they’ve done, but
what we’ve done to them. That’s what fascinates people
who think about our national identity.”
Forget about the meaning of the Rosenbergs’ lives, you
understand, because what counts is what “we” did to
them. What we did was to snatch beautiful happy young
parents away from their children and kill them. Neither
Mr. Lumet nor Mr. Doctorow can deal seriously with
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what the Rosenbergs did because what they did was to
aid a power, the Soviet Union, that threatens our national
identity in a most fundamental way.
In the years since the Rosenbergs were tried and executed, anticommunism has become a somewhat unpopular political attitude among America’s political and
cultural elites. For a variety of reasons, it has become
fashionable to be, on the contrary, rather anti-American.
You might almost say that anti-Americanism took the
place of that fierce faith that Chambers discovered in
American Communists. It is not an orthodox sort of
faith, but it has its orthodoxies, and Mr. Doctorow expressed one of them, perhaps unwittingly, with his little
remark about what we did to them. Daniel’s parents are
victims of an omnipotent machine; his sister falls victim
after a pathetic degeneration into madness; he barely
escapes. What saves him is that he finally understands. It
is not at all clear what exactly he understands. But he
does. He joins the movement against America, in support
of people who are killing Americans in Vietnam, just as
his parents supported people who were killing Americans
in Korea. This is a leap of faith if ever there was one, and
though most critics have panned this scene, it is the best
one in the movie.
For what this final scene in Sheep’s Meadow (in New
York’s Central Park) shows is that our own failings seem
to preoccupy some people more than what our enemies
might be capable of doing to us. This attitude has had its
ebbs and flows. It is not exactly in the ascendant at the
moment, but that is not to say it doesn’t have its strong

currents. The Rosenberg story, though dated, is valuable
to this current of thought because it poses the fundamental questions rather starkly. Did the United States have
the right to defend itself, as anti-Communists wouldmaintain, even if that meant carrying the battle to two
seemingly defenseless young parents? The anti-antiCommunists, as the party of appeasement is sometimes
called, would answer no (“what we did to them”), for
this would only make us less worthy of our own ideals.
This is the real significance of the story and of the way
Mr. Lumet chose to shoot it. To him, attacking Communists is a waste of time that could be used to improve
ourselves. Only, what with all that we know about the
Soviet Union and about communism, what we knew in
1951 plus all that we’ve learned since then, it might not
come across very well if one said that the Rosenbergs
were right to spy for the enemy, helping it obtain weapons that could destroy us totally. On the other hand, it is
not difficult to say that the Rosenbergs, or at least the
Isaacsons, were nice people and it was a shame that they
had to hang. This is, if one will, soft anti-Americanism,
anti-Americanism only halfway out of the closet. For
those who cannot say they prefer communism to American democracy (because in many cases they quite honestly don’t), Daniel offers a cheap way to feel good about
feeling lousy about America.
Roger Kaplan
ROGERKAPLAN is a New Yorker whose articles have
appeared in the American Spectator and Commentary.

All the front-page stories, all the articles, all the TV
coverage has only touched the surface. Discover the
full, fascinating, frightening story of the KGB at work
in the world today, told in a stunning expose unprecedented in its scope and detailed documentation.

I

.a masterwork sf
reporting tenacity.. .
f KGB tactics, successes
iluresO9’-sanDiego Tribune
“I wish John Barron had called his book The Sexual
Life ofthe KGB because then everybody would read
it. They would find it just as engrossing, yes, even
titillating as speaking of sex. However Barron is
talking about matters of life and death.”
-WILLIAM F: BUCKLEY

-United Press International
ATALL BOOKSTORES
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Ifyou have notsubscribed to

I

The New Criterion

I

edited by Hilton Kramer
you are missing out on the mast important
cultural review to have appeared in ageneration.
Since its first monthly issue, published in September 1982,
THE NEW CRITERION has been the subject of controversy. Acclaimed and
denounced, it has quickly established itself as the leading critical journal of the 1980s.

Here, selected from the first seven issues, are some of the reasons why:

W WilliamArrowsmith: Eros in Terre Haute: T.S. Eliot W Frederick Brown:
Sartre and de Beauvoir W Hortense Calisher:The Novels of Barbara Pym W Elias
Canetti: Berlin in the 1920s EJoseph Epstein: Reviewing and Being Reviewed
WJoshua Gilder: Ann Beattie’sStories W Gertrude Himrnelfarb: Who Now
Reads Macaulay? Ada Louise Huxtable: Skyscraper Architecture William
H. Jordy: Frank Lloyd Wright at the Met W Hilton Kramer: Postmodern: The
1980s W Brad Leithausm Metrical Illiteracy W Samuel Lipman: StravinskyRe-recording History Joseph Masheck: Calder’s No-Fault “Circus” W John
Bernard Myers: Mark Rothko and the Rothko Case W David Paul: Richard
Howard‘s Baudelaire W Donald Petersen: The Legacy of Robert Lowell
W Norman Podhoretz: F.R. Leavis: A Revaluation W Frederic Prokosch: Memoirs
of Artists and Writers W RobertRichman:In Search of Edward Thomas
W Sanford Schwartz: The Art of Anselm Kiefer W And two special features:
W “The Interrogation”: The Fate of a Polish Film under Martial Law
W Hortense Calisher: “Writers in Eastern Europe,” with responses by Stanislaw
Baranczak, William Barrett, Cynthia Ozick, and Richard Wilbur.
These are representative of the articles, chronicles, and reviews that appear
in every issue of THE NEW CRITERION, published ten times a year,
monthly from September through June. To open your subscription,
starting with the June 1983 issue, use the coupon. Please note that
prepaid subscriptions bring a saving of $3 (for one year) and $5 (for two years).

The New Criterion 850 Seventh Avenue New York, N.Y. 10019
Please open my subscription, starting with theJune 1983 issue, on the terms1 have checked below:

I
I
86

I choose to sum by
enclosingpayment

Please bill me at the
regular rate

Name

0Oneyeul; IO issues
($24 enclosed I save $3)

0Oneyeul; IO issues
(Bill mefor $27)

Address

0Twoyeurs, 20 issues

0Twoyeurs, 20 issues
(Bill mefor $50)

($45 enclose4 I save $5)

Charge my Mastercurd No.
ut theprepaid rate: 0Oneyeul; $24

0Twoyeurs, $45
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Please make check payable to The New Criterion. Foreign subscribers(inchdingCanada and Latin America) add $4 per year,
with total payable in US.funds. Allow 4 to 6 weeks for your
June issue to arrive.

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

Policy Review

s

Reflections of a Neoconservative (Looking Back, Eooking Ahead), by lrving Kristol (New York: Basic Books).
idway through this collection of his writings, Irving Kristol sets out eight points that he believes are the
distinctive features of neocorlservatism:
0 “[The relation of neoconservatism] to the business
community-the traditional source of American conservatism-is loose and uneasy, though not necessarily unfriendly.”
0 “Neoconservatism is antiromantic in substance and
temperament
it regards political romanticism-and
its twin, political utopianism-of any kind as one of the
plagues of our age.”
6 “Neoconservatives are admiring of Aristotle, respectful of Locke, distrustful of Rousseau.”
0 “Neoconservatives do not think that liberal-democratic capitalism is the best of all imaginable worldsonly the best, under the circumstances, of all possible
worlds.”
8 “Neoconservatism is inclined to the belief that a
predominantly market economy. . . is a necessary if not
sufficient precondition for a liberal society. . . It also sees
a market economy as favorable to economic growth.”
0 “Neoconservatives believe in the importance of economic growth . . as indispensable for social and political stability.”
0 “Neoconservatives . . . are not liberrarian . . . A
conservative welfare state . . . is perfectly consistent with
the neoconservative perspective. So is a state that takes a
degree of responsibility for helping to shape the preferences that people exercise in a free market-to ‘elevate’
them . . . The current version of liberalism, which prescribes massive government intervention in the marketplace, but an absolute laissez-faire attitude toward manners and morals, strikes neoconservatives as representing
a bizarre inversion of priorities.”
0 “Neoconservatives look upon family and religion as
indispensable pillars of a decent society. Indeed, they
have a special fondness for all of those intermediate
institutions of a liberal society which reconcile the need
for community with the desire for liberty.”
Many a New Righter will likely read this and exclaim,
“That’s me.” Those eight points come closer to a general
statement of what some in the New Right strain of conservatism believe than anything else in popular prinr.

...

.

Reviews

Mr. Kristol begins this collection with a memoir of his
life as a campus radical at the City College of New York.
It is clear that Mr. Kristol, then a member of the Young
People’s Socialist League, profited greatly from the nonstop exchanges and serious debates that took place, particularly in Alcove Number One, a corner of the rancid
City College lunchroom. This was the era when the
effective opposition to dedicated Communists came from
the likes of the Trotskyist Left. “Joining a radical movement when one is young is very much like falling in love
when one is young,” Mr. Kristol observes. “The girl may
turn out to be rotten, but the experience of love is so
valuable it can never be entirely undone by the ultimate
disenchantment.”
Coming from near-slums gave Mr. Kristol a people’s
perspective on life that he never lost through his journey
from student intellectual activist to spokesman for a
unique brand of conservatism.
In the final chapter, “Christianity, Judaism and Socialism,” a revised version of a lecture he once gave to
professors and students of divinity, Mr. Kristol defends
orthodoxy in religions.
He calls himself a neo-orthodox Jew, that is to say,
nonpracticing but very sympathetic to orthodoxy, and he
goes on to admonish the Catholic church, for which he
says he has enormous respect, in a profound and insightful manner. “Young people do not want to hear that the
Church is becoming modern,” Mr. Kristol told his audience, who must have been astounded. “Go tell the
young people that the message of the Church is to wear
sack cloth and ashes and to walk on nails to Rome, and
they would do it. The Church turned the wrong way. It
went to modernity at the very moment when modernity
was being challenged, when the secular gnostic impulse
was already in the process of dissolution.”
In the chapter entitled “Pornography, Obscenity and
the Case for Censorship,” Mr. Kristol makes a simple but
devastatingly effective point that if those libertarians
who are against all forms of censorship really don’t
believe that no one was ever corrupted by a book, then
“you have to also believe that no one was ever improved
by a book (or a play or a movie).”
In a 1983 essay entitled “The Emergence of Two Republican Parties,” Mr. Kristol displays an understanding
that far surpasses the vision of the entire GOP leadership,
the whole National Review and Old Right crowd, and
most contemporary political commentators. It is a stinging indictment of the Reagan administration’s failure to
take risks to change things in America. Its corollary is a
1982 essay in the section of the book on foreign policy,
which concludes with this statement: “Most American
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