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“With this book,” declares the jacket 
blurb, Forrest McDonald “consolidates 
his place in the front rank of historians 
of our country’s beginning.” If true, 
American history is in a bad way: 
McDonald is an unreliable historian 
who misreads evidence, peddles as- 
sumption as fact, and riots in illogic. 

In this work his central purpose is to 
understand Hamilton “in the context of 
his pcrsonal intellectual milieu.” A wor- 
thy endeavor to be sure. one awaiting 
the attention of a worthier historian. 
McDonald’s elfort is hopelessly flawed. 
His rendering of James Madison is a 
case in point. McDonald conjectures 
that, “in the inmost reaches of his psy- 
che,” Madison did not trust himself. In 
context the statement suggests that 
Madison feared himself corruptible, but 
the supporting footnote says only that 
he suffered from “elleptiform hysteria.” 
The connection betwecn that disease 
and a lack of self-confidence, especially 
in a man of Madison’s achievements, is 
tenuous enough, but of the two sources 
McDonald cites for evidence of the dis- 
ease. one asserts that Madison probably 
didn’t have it. 

His intense distrust of Madison l a d s  
McDonald into yet g r a t e r  absurdity. 
Always on the alert for anything he can 
interpret as Madisonian subterfuge, he 
maintains that Madison wanted to use 
the settlement of the national capital on 
the Potomac River as a smokescreen for 
another political deal. With dazzling 
illogic he then states that in order to 
retain the option of moving it to the 
Potomac, Madison as a congressman 
voted to plant it permanently on the 
Delaware. It is not just logic that is 
faulty in this m e ,  however, for Madi- 
son never cast the vote in question: 
McDonald misreads a roll call on a 
point of order as one on a substantive 
issue. 

While unduly harsh with Madison, 
McDonald gocs all out to eulogize 
Hamilton. In a previous book, The 
Presidency of George Washington, he 
acknowledged that Hamilton had faults. 
Here he accuses him only of naivet6, 

portraying him as a brilliant, energetic, 
and virtuous romantic, whose passionate 
pursuit of fame happily coincided with 
the opportunity to help construct a 
nation. 

McDonald’s overzealousness on 
Hamilton’s behalf is most apparent in 
the Maria Reynolds affair. Because he 
can’t resist a swipe at Hamilton’s rivals, 
he Icads into it with a blunder. Having 
just shown Hamilton escorting his wife 
and childrcn to the country for the sum- 
mer of 1791, he cattily observes: “Ham- 
ilton also needed a rest, but the de- 
mands of his job, unlike those of his 
cabinet colleagues and the president, 
precluded his taking one. so he returned 
alone to Philadelphia.” With the secre- 
tary of the treasury devotcdly rolling up 
his sleeves while the other Founding 
Fathers arc presumably off dozing in 
the shade, McDonald in the next sen- 
tence intrduces Hamilton to Mrs. Rey- 
nolds, with whom he is almost immedi- 
ately in bed. 

In attempting to extenuate this adul- 
tery, during the course of which Hamil- 
ton gave money to the lady and paid 
blackmail to her husband, McDonald 
becomes maudlin. “Hamilton,” he as- 
serts, “was suffering what, among ro- 
mantics, is known as the grand passion. 
It is an amiction to which romantics arc 
particularly susceptible. and its victims 
are helpless in resisting it.” This banal 
nonsense is the mainstay of bad histori- 
cal novels. A footnote says that readers 
with firsthand experience or observa- 
tion will understand the amiction, but 
that less-favored individuals can get a 
handle on it by rtxding biographies of 
Byron, Shelley. Admiral Nelson, and 
Emma Hamilton, or the fiction of Som- 
erset Maugham. 

McDonald’s brief account of Hamil- 
ton’s fatal interview with Aaron Burr 
also glosses reality. Hamilton may have 
intended, as he said beforehand, to 
throw away his fire, but the speed with 
which the duel was consummated and 
the witness of Burr’s second leave the 
matter uncertain. McDonald says cate- 
gorically that Hamilton intended to 

spare Burr. He argucs further. without 
offering evidence, that the “dueling 
ground was not a killing ground .... Men 
of honor fired and missed ....” There is 
no reason to believe that Hamilton WBS 
motivated by such a concept. 
To McDonald, Hamilton’s achieve- 

ments as a nation-builder rank him with 
the major figures of any age, and above 
Americans such as Washington, JetTer- 
son, and Madison. Whether this assess- 
ment is correct, there is no doubt that 
historical perception of him has been 
basically favorable. 

But twentieth-century events may be 
altering that perception. The energy cri- 
sis, pollution, and the uncontained 
growth of both business and govern- 
ment call Hamilton’s very succcss into 
question. For one who strove so ardent- 
ly for fame, it would be ironic if Hamil- 
ton were ultimately remembered a... the 
man who gave his country the principal 
shove toward its confrontation with Par- 
kinson’s Law and its rendezvous with 
the Second Law of Thermodynamics. 

As for Forrest McDonald, other 
works of his have alerted readers to the 
imperfections of politicians, business- 
men. and reformers. This one may put 
them on guard against historians. 

Briefly Noted 

Politics and Economics in an 
Interdependent World 

by Arthur Ross 
(University of Pennsylvania Press; 161 
pp.; SlS.00) 

Arthur Ross, investment banker and 
consultant to the United States Mission 
to the United Nations, believes that 
world politics can be made to yield to 
international economic imperatives. In 
these collected papers he defends the 
track record of the multinational corpo- 
rations, derides overzealous government 
regulation that discourages capital in- 
vestment, recommends that oil-import- 
ing nations bargain from a position of 
strength. and pursues a vision of world 
peace through reciprocity. 

Capitalism for Ross is a matter of 
enlightened self-interest. Acknowledg- 
ing the need for further enlightenment, 
he calls for more sophisticated measures 
of social diseconomies so that business 
and government may better respond to 



abuses of corporate power. But inflation 
may pose a grcater challenge. History 
teaches, warns Ross, that when a coun- 
try struggles through inflation :it :in 

annual rate of 15 per cent or more for 
thrcc successive years, “the result is ii 

change in its form of government.” 
Oil-importing nations, Ross laments, 

“have pusillanimously engaged in the 
greiitest peaceful transfer of wealth in 
recorded history.” Their power as refin- 
ers, distributors, and consumers should 
be used to counter the OPEC cartel. 
His vision of international economics. 
however, tends to emphasize coopcra- 
tion, not confrontation. I k t -  Wcst trade 
sllould be vigorously promoted, he feels. 
accompanied by “drastic reductions” in 
armaments of ;ill kinds. 

Although less cogcnt politically than 
economically. Ross’s cssnys are 
thoughtful and well-informed. His ra- 
tional problem-solving approach de- 
serves the attention of malysts nnd poli- 
cyrniikers in  both the public and private 
sectors. 

--Ernest 111. Schell 

er. Berns’s contention is a poetic. dra- 
matic, and morally intuitive abstraction 
that cannot overcome the hcalthy re- 
pugnance toward governmcnt killing 
felt by those who believe the primary 
purpose of the state is to protect all who 
are part of an expansive undcrstanding 
of human community. In short. it is the 
conviction of the sanctity of human 
life-a conviction based upon precisely 
the scnse of transcendent v:rluc which 
B u n s  would affirm-that militates 
against capital punishment. The author 
does make a powerful argument for the 
importance of punishmcnt in society. 
but not for cupital punishment. His 
efforts to draw parallels between cipit:il 
punishmcnt and the readiness to kill in 
justified war arc unconvincing, since, a s  
he conccdes, the evidcncc for capital 
ponishmcnt as a deterrent that saves 
othcr human lives is inconclusive. The 
book is an elegantly writtcn and rca- 
soncd case in a bird causc. 
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Correspondence [from p. 21 

For Capital Punishmcnt: 
Crime and the Morality 

of thc Dcath Penalty 
by Walter Berm 
(Basic Books; x -I- 214 pp.; S10.35) 

This is :i book that deserves aireful 
reading and argument. Berns, n distin- 
guished political scientist at thc Univcr- 
sity of Toronto, contends that “a coun- 
try worthy of heroes” requires n tran- 
scendent scnse of justice that, whcn 
egregiously violated, calls for the  ulti- 
mate punishment, just as its dcfensc 
rightly requires that citizens be ready to 
risk their own lives. There is much that 
is appealing in such an argument, cspc- 
cially as it challenges the stcrilc positiv- 
ism and doctrines of cdculated self- 
interest that dominate so much of con- 
temporary jurisprudence. Berns is espc- 
cially skillful in his appeal to Albert 
Camus’s argument against capital pun- 
ishment. Camus contended that the 
state has no right to impose death pre- 
ciscly because there is no value in the 
world higher than man. Bcrns suggests 
that this is the strongest argument 
against capital punishmcnt, but it is 
fatally dcpcndcnt upon the assumption 
that there is no such higher value. and 
Berns believes there is. Finally, howcv- 

being worse than McNaughton or his 
boss McNamnra. whom I supportcd 
without knowledge of that telling mcm- 
orandum. 

As I’ve said, the objcctivc of the sen- 
sitive prowar and antiwar supporter 
should have becn to bring cnds and 
means into proportion on the basis of 
po l i t id  and social issues involved. In- 
stcad, after 1971, when the U.S. signed 
the p a c e  treaty, we escalated the 
bombing in Cambodia and reduced so- 
cial and political programs in South 
Vietnam. In the end, the U.S. was 
huiniliatcd and our reputation scarred 
forever. 

Robert McNamara, despite his ef- 
forts at the ,World Bank, has not yet 
paid his debt to those of us who believed 
his lies while he was secretary of 
defense. I supported the war, yet I con- 
demn him. I believe that the people of 
Vietnam were worth our best eflbrts, 
even as I now decry the kind of efforts 
the U.S. did make. The name of McNa- 
mara will forever be one of infamy. For 
it is he who betrayed America’s idcals- 
not the antiwar movement as a whole. 

Anyone care to go back to Vietnam 
and do it right this time? I do. 

Jeremiah Novak 
The Asia Mail 
Stute College, Pa. 

Appeal 
To the Editors: It is with much humility 
that I bring to your kind attention the 
need for books in English in many 
underdeveloped lands. A new general 
public library has just been completed 
in the Dehiwala-Mt. Lavinia township 
in Sri Lanka. 

May I appeal to your rcading public 
through your columns to send all their 
unwanted used and new books to this 
public library. They may be sent by 
boat as book post in packages containing 
up to 18 pounds a c h .  with an open top 
for postal inspection. Large quantities 
may be sent in special packages by 
ship. 

These packages or shipments should 
be addressed to the Chief Librarian, 
The General Public Library, Frazer Av- 
enue, Dchiwala, Sri Lanka. 

The books that are most needed are 
encyclopedias and books on accounting, 
statistics, mathematics, management, 
social studies, biology, medicine. and 
science. as well as any othcr books of 
general interest to the reading public. 

All contributions of books will be 
promptly acknowledged by the library. 

Dr. Buddhadasa P. Kirthisinghc 
General Secretary 
Society for Asian Afairs 
New York, N.Y. 


