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be expected, given the current American bipartisan consensus on 

egalitarianism, democratic ideology, and the “open society,” but it is still 

disappointing that even writers clearly dedicated to Christian education 

frequently have not questioned the assumptions that inform so much of our 

social discourse. For example, take Darryl Tippens’s offhand comment that 

Christian universities should have a “green” cast to them, as though modern 

environmentalism follows the Incarnation as night follows day. Surely this is 

an assertion that requires more than a sentence or two to defend, considering 

that the term “Green” since its inception as a political label in postwar Europe 

has been associated with explicitly atheistic socialism and “New Age” cults. 

Perhaps Tippens is unaware of this historic connection and is simply caught up 

in the “going green” mania that is sweeping the country. But this excuse begs 

the question of whether Christian educators should be so eager to hitch their 

conception of Christ-centered teaching and scholarship to the cultural 

obsessions of the moment. 

 These criticisms aside, The Soul of a University, if read critically, can 

be beneficial both to individual Christian educators and Christian university 

communities. No doubt many of our colleagues struggle to bring their faith to 

bear in their work or, worse, have never realized the pressing need for such a 

project. The publication of this work provides an excellent opportunity for our 

institutions to begin or further campus conversations on the role of Christianity 

on campus beyond the traditional practices of chapel services and the like. We 

urgently need to cultivate a sacred view of life both in and out of the 

classroom, and this book can help us think through how to do that. 

 

Jason E. Jewell is the chairman of the Department of Humanities at Faulkner 

University. 

 

======================================================== 

Esolen, Anthony. The Politically Incorrect Guide to Western Civilization. 

Washington, D.C.: Regnery, 2008. 340 pp., paperback, $19.95. 

 

Review by Thomas E. Woods, Jr. 

 

The myths about Western civilization are, unfortunately, all too well known.  

The Christian religion is a font of intolerance that set European civilization 

back and interrupted the onward march of science and progress. The 

Renaissance was a revolt of reason against religious and secular authority. The 

Enlightenment is the source of genuine human progress. And so on. 

Specialists in these areas, to be sure, are well aware of the truth of the 

matter. Medieval historians have done important work on the growth of science 

and civilization in general during the Middle Ages, for instance. But these 

truths have not managed to trickle down to the American public, which still 
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believes (and, in many cases, is still taught) a laundry list of absurdities that 

have ossified into the conventional wisdom. 

The Politically Incorrect Guide to Western Civilization challenges this 

conventional wisdom at every turn. Author Anthony Esolen, who teaches in the 

Western Civilization Core Curriculum at Providence College, is a particularly 

good choice to undertake this task. Among other achievements, Esolen 

produced a translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy, published in late 2004, that 

has received universal acclaim. 

Not surprisingly, given Esolen’s own interests, the literature of the 

Western canon plays a central role in the book’s presentation and organization, 

with quotations from ancient Greek playwrights through nineteenth-century 

European novelists used to illustrate important principles and insights that have 

defined who Western man is. 

Esolen’s text certainly lives up to its title. Among the closing sentences 

of a chapter called “The Early Church: Charity and Tolerance Are Born” are 

these: 

 

Hindus do not send holy men into foreign lands to feed the hungry and 

house the naked; they will not do so for the pariahs in their own land. 

Buddhists, practicing benevolent detachment from the world, do not do 

so. Muslims, who conquer by force, and who reject natural law on the 

grounds that it “fetters” Allah, are required to take care of their own, 

but they ignore everyone else. All cults of ancestor worship, like 

Shinto, are too firmly fixed upon the local and the familial to care for 

people far away. 

 

That is not an exceptional passage; it is, to the contrary, typical of the verve 

with which Esolen, a Catholic, presses his subject. He will have no truck with 

the critics of Christendom, which he defends in lively prose and neglected 

history. 

The Politically Incorrect Guide to Western Civilization is not intended 

to be a European history textbook – nor could it be, given the space constraints 

imposed on authors in the Politically Incorrect Guide series. The book’s index 

contains just three references to the Protestant Reformation, for example. 

Esolen focuses his limited space instead on those areas of Western civilization 

in which we are likely to find the most persistent misconceptions among the 

general public, and in particular among those academics out of sympathy with 

their own civilization. 

Throughout the text, Esolen guides the reader through some of the 

great works of Western civilization, both within the narrative itself as well as 

by means of shaded boxes containing “Books You’re Not Supposed to Read,”  

i.e., books that fashionable opinion would prefer that readers ignore. In 

addition to the great works, the “books you’re not supposed to read” include 

important secondary studies of various aspects of the West; these reading 

suggestions can help the bewildered student navigate the avalanche of 

scholarly literature on a variety of subjects. 

A book with a playful title like The Politically Incorrect Guide to 

Western Civilization might be expected to paint in broad strokes, to exaggerate, 

to fail to appreciate nuance. To the contrary, this insightful book itself corrects 

previous exaggerations and misunderstandings, from the classical civilizations 

of Greece and Rome to the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. It paints a 

more complicated, and indeed far more interesting, picture of the development 

of the Western tradition than does the comic-book version many people 

vaguely recall being taught. 

In the book’s final chapter, Esolen considers the present condition of 

Western civilization, the subject of many an impassioned lamentation in recent 

years. Fashionable opinion has become neglectful at best and positively hostile 

at worst to the Western tradition. Tradition itself is viewed as a prison from 

which to be emancipated, not a reservoir of wisdom and insight to be received 

in a spirit of piety and respect. 

We should not be surprised, says Esolen, that our civilization is not 

even reproducing itself. (And it assuredly is not: in Italy the average is 1.2 

children per woman, while among the French of Quebec the figure is 0.7.) As 

Edmund Burke said, “People will not look forward to a posterity, who never 

look backward to their ancestors.” Western man has been told that he is a 

material thing of no moral significance, and (by implication) he ought therefore 

to pass the time enjoying whatever pleasures he can until he expires. He is 

behaving accordingly. 

The attraction of our intellectual classes to Marxism, perhaps the most 

intellectually violent form of revolt against tradition, demands special 

explanation. The explanation we are typically given involves our intellectuals’ 

unquenchable thirst for justice, of which their attachment to Marxism is 

perhaps an overzealous expression. 

Esolen’s view is rather less flattering. Intellectuals, he says, understood 

that “under the old regime, a professor of sociology might aspire to be a 

lovable oddball in his neighborhood. Under the new regime, that man would be 

running the show. In the old world of sin and strife and repentance and grace, 

the Professor of Sociology had to crack his arthritic knees in prayer like his 

neighbor the plumber. In the new world, whose only sins are political, 

admitting of no repentance except reeducation, the Professor dons the alb of the 

priest, with the nightstick of the policeman.” 

“Class envy may explain very little enough in this life of ours,” Esolen 

adds. “But the appeal of Marxism to the intellectual elites, that it certainly does 

explain.” It also explains why, in any society, the intellectuals crave political 

power, and indicates what they intend to do with it. 

The book does have a significant drawback. The prose is elegant and 

mellifluous in some parts and atrocious in others. In particular, sledgehammer-

like swipes at the book’s perceived opponents are much too frequent. Phrases 
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suggestions can help the bewildered student navigate the avalanche of 

scholarly literature on a variety of subjects. 

A book with a playful title like The Politically Incorrect Guide to 
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to fail to appreciate nuance. To the contrary, this insightful book itself corrects 

previous exaggerations and misunderstandings, from the classical civilizations 

of Greece and Rome to the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. It paints a 

more complicated, and indeed far more interesting, picture of the development 

of the Western tradition than does the comic-book version many people 

vaguely recall being taught. 

In the book’s final chapter, Esolen considers the present condition of 

Western civilization, the subject of many an impassioned lamentation in recent 

years. Fashionable opinion has become neglectful at best and positively hostile 

at worst to the Western tradition. Tradition itself is viewed as a prison from 

which to be emancipated, not a reservoir of wisdom and insight to be received 

in a spirit of piety and respect. 

We should not be surprised, says Esolen, that our civilization is not 

even reproducing itself. (And it assuredly is not: in Italy the average is 1.2 

children per woman, while among the French of Quebec the figure is 0.7.) As 

Edmund Burke said, “People will not look forward to a posterity, who never 

look backward to their ancestors.” Western man has been told that he is a 

material thing of no moral significance, and (by implication) he ought therefore 

to pass the time enjoying whatever pleasures he can until he expires. He is 

behaving accordingly. 

The attraction of our intellectual classes to Marxism, perhaps the most 

intellectually violent form of revolt against tradition, demands special 

explanation. The explanation we are typically given involves our intellectuals’ 

unquenchable thirst for justice, of which their attachment to Marxism is 

perhaps an overzealous expression. 

Esolen’s view is rather less flattering. Intellectuals, he says, understood 

that “under the old regime, a professor of sociology might aspire to be a 

lovable oddball in his neighborhood. Under the new regime, that man would be 

running the show. In the old world of sin and strife and repentance and grace, 

the Professor of Sociology had to crack his arthritic knees in prayer like his 

neighbor the plumber. In the new world, whose only sins are political, 

admitting of no repentance except reeducation, the Professor dons the alb of the 

priest, with the nightstick of the policeman.” 

“Class envy may explain very little enough in this life of ours,” Esolen 

adds. “But the appeal of Marxism to the intellectual elites, that it certainly does 

explain.” It also explains why, in any society, the intellectuals crave political 

power, and indicates what they intend to do with it. 

The book does have a significant drawback. The prose is elegant and 

mellifluous in some parts and atrocious in others. In particular, sledgehammer-

like swipes at the book’s perceived opponents are much too frequent. Phrases 
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like “the politically correct historian will scoff,” “contrary to what our Bible-

despisers say,” “slovenly modern atheists,” and “watch the eyes of a liberal 

when you tell him this” do not enhance the book’s readability, as they were 

presumably intended to, but in fact detract from it. I do not know if this is 

Esolen’s doing, or the work of an overzealous editor who thought the book’s 

politically incorrect statements weren’t obvious enough, but the net result 

borders on insulting the reader’s intelligence. At the very least, it is extremely 

grating. 

That is a shame, because the treasures of Western civilization are 

otherwise very well and insightfully encapsulated in this volume, a book I 

suspect professors of Western civilization and European history will want to 

draw from in their classrooms. Its insights need to be absorbed, even if they are 

not always expressed as elegantly as Esolen clearly possesses the talent to do. 

 

Thomas E. Woods, Jr., is a Senior Fellow at the Ludwig von Mises Institute in 

Auburn, Alabama. 

 

======================================================== 

de Pascale, Enrico. Death and Resurrection in Art. Los Angeles: Getty 

Publications, 2009. 384 pp., paperback, $24.95.   

 

Review by K. Petree Skipper 

 

Indelibly branded upon the very core of human existence, death is an immortal 

theme of life, and like all fundamental concerns of civilization has occupied 

center stage in global artistic expression for the last 3000 years. Italian art critic 

and historian Enrico de Pascale’s new book, Death and Resurrection in Art, is 

devoted to iconographic exploration of this disquieting motif of mortality so 

richly manifest throughout the annals of art history. As a part of the Guide to 

Imagery series, de Pascale's comprehensive visual compilation (totaling 400 

color reproductions) presents a dynamic and aesthetically exhilarating account 

of man's artistic encounter with death.  

While dominated by Occidental painting, Death and Resurrection in 

Art samples a wide variety of art historical traditions, media, and methodology, 

establishing an artistic spectrum of creative approach to the visual treatment 

and stylistic rendering of death. De Pascale's well-rounded catalog of death-

related art is divided thematically between major categories of violence, 

pictorial symbolism, classical juxtaposition of Eros and Thanatos, ceremony, 

mortality, commemoration, afterlife, and rebirth. These eight chapters are 

further subdivided into manageable segments, each of which is preceded by a 

brief overview of vital background information and insight intended for the 

historical orientation and contextual enrichment of individual clusters of art. 

The chapter on violent death, for instance, is broken down into ten sections 

pertaining to topical depictions of death and violence, such as martyrdom, 

Holocaust, the allegory of war, suicide, and the arms or instruments of death. In 

addition to the explanatory preludes introducing each section, quick references 

outlining key definitions, primary characteristics, iconographic distribution, 

and literary or artistic sources are provided at the beginning of each thematic 

transition within the larger chapter. 

Carefully sorting and streamlining the ample contents of his 

exploration into organized units, Enrico de Pascale proceeds to untangle 

complex iconographic lineage, graciously rendering the images fully accessible 

to those unacquainted with aesthetic criticism or the complete history of art. 

Through the use of fine black lines pointing to various components within each 

reproduction, the author narrates obscure scenes, identifies characters, objects, 

and locations, and dexterously articulates the allegorical meaning of visual and 

conceptual detail. He directs attention to subtle symbolic or compositional 

elements, such as “The broken tree trunk” that is “an illusion to the curtailed 

life of Jesus” or “The fly caught in a brief halt on the sheet music . . . a 

traditional symbol of physical decay and therefore of all-consuming death.” 

The emotive effect of various stimuli is highlighted as well, in addition to 

specific technical qualities or other formal observations.  

By drawing out features ingrained within the thematic framework in 

this way, and bracketing his admirable selection with illuminating inquiry into 

the socio-historical context of visual culture, Death and Resurrection in Art 

makes for a fascinating read as well as visual experience. While greatly 

enriching his thoughtful presentation, de Pascale manages to retain a most 

impressive organizational clarity and refreshing simplicity, despite the vast 

number and variety of artworks. Arranged chronologically within each section, 

the collection captures a sense of creative interaction and artistic development 

through time, space, and visual media, benchmarking the events and 

developments within the fine arts. Indeed, this chronicling of the visual 

iconography of death and resurrection is more than just a sumptuous 

smorgasbord of visual indulgence: Death and Resurrection in Art confronts 

head-on the unfathomable phenomenon of death -- the one unavoidable reality 

of life.  

It is through the visual arts, as the power and evocation of this work 

would suggest, that the evidence of man’s perennial grappling with the marrow 

of that elemental confliction between life and death can be most keenly 

witnessed. Striving for the conceptive delineation and imitative arrest of 

mortality, artists (presumably since the beginning) have tapped into the 

sublime and horrible beauty of death, projecting their vision onto the 

indefatigable tide of Fine Art -- that evidential force of human inspiration. 

Capable of forging a nexus between all spheres of existence, art spans not only 

the disjunction between the individual and communal or the particular and 

universal, but also between the emotional and rational, intuitive and deductive, 

and linguistic and ineffable realms of life, and is in this way uniquely suited to 
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