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DOMINION /də’minyən (IS NOT)
DOMINATION /dämə’nāSH(ə)n/

 “Let us make mankind in our image; and let them have dominion over 
all the earth…” Called to share the Divine likeness, human beings were 
made to exercise rule in the form of dominion: delegated, providential 

care—responsibility—for the conditions of history, in history. Such care is 
characterized by other-centered acts of self-donation. This contrasts sharply 
with domination. Since the Fall in the Garden of Eden, human beings have 
been afflicted by the libido dominandi—we have been ruled by the lust to 
rule. Domination is characterized by self-centered acts of other-donation 
that feed our hunger for power, advantage, and glory through the forced 

submission of the powerless to our will.

The political-theological patrimony of the Christian intellectual tradition, 
including just war casuistry, helps guide human beings back to the just 

exercise of our governing vocation. In our private and public lives, including 
through the work of government, human dominion is approximate, limited, 

and imperfect. Following after God’s work of creating, sustaining, and 
liberating all of creation, human beings exercise power with the aim of 

peace, characterized by the presence of justice and order as oriented toward 
genuine human flourishing.
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Portrait of Reinhold Niebuhr by Hannah Strauss, 
original commission, 2017. A pensive Reinhold 
Niebuhr considers the scene before him, surrounded 
by iconic images from the Second World War. While 
referencing historical events, horrific locations, and 
the machinery of warfare, these images also suggest 
the focal points of Niebuhr’s internal conflicts as he 
wrestled with his own theological and ethical con-
ceptual dilemmas. Immediately behind Niebuhr is an 
amphibious assault, with warfighters disembarking 
a landing craft and wading toward a shoreline al-
ready engaged with the fire, smoke, and din of bat-
tle. Above him, bombers swarm in deadly formation. 
Below are rendered scenes depicting the hated guard 
towers and dreaded gate of Auschwitz-Birkenau and 
the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Japan. Taken to-
gether, these scenes begin to describe the reach, the 
moral and political complexity, and the devastation 
of human conflict. 
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exclusively on our reputation for 
maintaining order and justice 
in areas under our hegemony. 
This points toward why moral 
leadership is in the national in-
terest. “The problem we face,” 
said Niebuhr, “is whether we 
can put enough moral content 
into our hegemony to make our 
physical power morally suffer-
able to our allies.”

The tension between order and 
justice, between stability and 
human rights, between states 
and individuals, lies at the heart 
of America’s quest for inter-
national legitimacy. Nothing 
exposes that tension more than 
the question of military inter-
vention. Is it better to tolerate 
the reign of Bashar al-Assad 
because he is a foreign sovereign 
and his ouster may lead to more 
chaos and death? Or is it better 
to overthrow him and hopefully 
save lives, understanding that 
the crisis inside Syria could get 
even worse? 

Niebuhr would create a hier-
archy, or at least a sequence, 
between order and justice. As 
Marc LiVecche notes in his es-
say for this issue, Niebuhr saw 
a continual conflict between 
impossible-to-attain ideals and 
other, possibly lesser, ideals 
which were possible to attain 
at least approximately. Order, 
more possible than anything like 
perfect justice, must come first. 
Like Kennan, Niebuhr believed 
that stability is itself a moral 

good from which other moral 
goods flow, and that without 
stability other moral goods can-
not flourish. 

Closely connected to order, how-
ever, is justice. Power requires 
prestige to be sustainable; so too 
order ultimately requires jus-
tice. “[O]rder precedes justice 
in the strategy of government,” 
Niebuhr wrote, “but…only an 
order which implicates justice 
can achieve a stable peace.”

Following Kennan and Niebuhr, 
a moral US foreign policy would 
be prudent, consistent, forth-
right, aware of its limitations, 
and driven by the national in-
terest. But if the national in-
terest desires the maintenance 
of American power, our policy-
makers must think hard about 
“put[ting] enough moral content 
into our hegemony”—not just 
moral language—to keep that 
power afloat. 

The question is not whether our 
foreign policy will be one that 
implicates justice, but where 
and how we execute that jus-
tice in a way that enhances, and 
doesn’t undermine, order. 

The question of Syria is not sim-
ple. It is a conflict that presents 
a host of bad actors and options, 
none of which seems likely to 
bring about an immediate end 
to the war. The polar options of 
nonintervention and full-scale 
invasion are unlikely to balance 

the tension between order and 
justice. But that doesn’t mean 
the answer is disengagement.

The Trump Administration 
should consider a variety of 
mediating solutions that are 
on the table, including the cre-
ation of safe zones that would 
recognize underlying demog-
raphy and provide a path for 
stable post-conflict governance. 
Such safe zones, implemented 
well, would offer the chance to 
establish order in the midst of 
chaos—even in geographically 
discreet ways—that could lead 
to new opportunities for justice. 

What is not possible is a contin-
ued policy of inaction. Turning 
a blind eye to Syria tells the 
world one of two things: either 
we are too weak to act, or we 
don’t care about justice like we 
claim. Regardless of the an-
swer, it will prompt a further 
decline in American prestige 
and will ultimately undermine 
our power. And unless we are 
prepared to let someone else 
lead in this most ancient, most 
sacred, and most unstable part 
of our planet, diminished power 
is an outcome that is entirely 
unacceptable. 

Robert Nicholson is the execu-
tive director of the Philos Project, 
and co-publisher of Providence.

ad orieNTeM will be a regular 
feature offering commentary  on 
the Middle East from a Western 
prespective.
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In the Woody Allen film 
Midnight in Paris, the main 
character, Gil Pender, travels 
back in time to 1920s Paris to 
mingle and chat with figures he 
idolizes—Jean Cocteau, Pablo 
Picasso, Cole Porter, F. Scott 
and Zelda Fitzgerald, Ernest 
Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, 
and on and on. Gil idolizes this 
period as the Golden Age of high 
Parisian artistic creativity and 
cultural achievement. During 
one of his forays, he meets and 
falls in love with Adriana, a lover 
of Pablo Picasso. They end up 
traveling further back to Paris 
circa 1890, the Belle Époque 
period of Gauguin and Degas, 
which Adriana considers the 
true Golden Age of Paris. She 
attempts to convince Gil to stay 
with her there; however, Gil at 
this point comes to a realization 
about nostalgia, both Adriana’s 
and his own: it is just a seductive 

form of escapism. He decides to 
return to the present rather than 
live in the past. 

Mark Lilla has discovered what 
Gil Pender discovered. His new 
book The Shipwrecked Mind: 
On Political Reaction, examines 
the power of nostalgia in its 
political manifestation. In his 
previous, staunchly future-ori-
ented book, The Reckless Mind: 
Intellectuals in Politics, Lilla 
examined the roots of radical-
ism in contemporary politics. 
In this latest book, he sets out 
in the opposite and unchartered 
direction to examine the role of 
the reactionary mind, which is 
oriented towards the past, or in 
his phrase “stuck in the past”. 
The book focuses more on con-
servative figures since conserva-
tives have a stronger propensity 
to yearn for the lost Eden of 
some Golden Age from which 
we have fallen. This is also true 
of American Christians, who 
pine for the good ole’ days be-
fore the 1960s inaugurated the 
fall into godless hedonism and 
secularism. But unlike conser-
vatism, Lilla’s reactionary is 
similar to the radical in that 
they are both driven by a form 
of utopianism: “The militancy of 
his nostalgia is what makes the 
reactionary a distinctly modern 
figure, not a traditional one” 
(xiii). The power of nostalgia is 
that it is rooted in the past and 
not in a future utopia that can 
fail to materialize. “Hopes can 
be disappointed,” Lilla avers, 

“Nostalgia is irrefutable” (xiv). 

Interestingly, it is the Germans 
who dominate the book’s narra-
tive. Opening chapters on Franz 
Rosenzweig, Eric Voegelin, and 
Leo Strauss sketch the influ-
ences and mindset of the reac-
tionary. Each thinker is critical 
of modernity, and two of them 
were directly affected by Nazi 
Germany. There is a similarity 
to their diagnosis of the present 
sickness in the West. “Healthy” 
thinking at some point devolves 
into sick thinking or deviation 
from the healthy whereby the 
“new thinking” initiates a de-
cline leading to the present rot. 
What each intellectual purports 
to offer is a therapy that will 
return thinking to a state of 
health. 

Lilla then moves to two contem-
porary figures, Jacob Taubes 
and Brad Gregory, who serve as 
modern examples. Taubes and 
Gregory exemplify reactionary 
thinking on the left and right. 
Gregory’s narrative is more in-
teresting because it touches on 
Catholic anti-modernism that 
has been in ascendant in many 
contemporary intellectual cir-
cles. Lilla largely dismisses this 
narrative as a “just so story”, 
and I am inclined to agree. In 
it the late medieval world is 
described in glowing tones as 
a wondrous world of harmony 
and order only to be rent asun-
der by the Protestant Reformers 
and the Radical Reformation. 

PARADISE LOST: 
THE POWER OF NOSTALGIA IN POLITICS 
Review by Daniel Strand

THE SHIPWRECKED MIND: ON POLITICAL 
REACTION 
MARK LILLA, New York Review Book, 2016, 168 pages

BOOK REVIEW 
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Shipwrecked Mind is an im-
pressive little book that packs a 
punch or two; the most import-
ant of which is how Lilla opens 
“reactionary” as a fruitful cate-
gory to understand our current 
moment both in America and 
around the world. One cannot 
help but see Donald Trump’s 
rise and his politics illumined, in 
part, by this reactionary impulse 
for long lost days of prosperity 
before globalism’s rise and its 
depredations. The new category 
also explains how Trump’s pol-
itics often run counter to con-
servative politics, even if they 
find their home in the current 
Republican Party. Of contem-
porary relevance, if we grant 
Lilla his narrative, it is note-
worthy that the reactionaries 
he describes have a much more 
moderate effect on politics than 
their radical brethren, whose 
utopianism is more suscepti-
ble to ideological tyranny and 
destruction. 

As would be expected, reac-
tionaries, rooted in nostalgia, 

are not well-reconciled to mo-
dernity or the fruits of moder-
nity. While Lilla functions on 
the assumption that not being 
reconciled to modernity is a 
problem, he gives little in way 
of explaining why. Perhaps he 
wants one to accept all that mo-
dernity is and has wrought sim-
ply, thereby, to avoid becoming 
reactionary? Indeed, one gets 
the impression that Lilla, at a 
minimum, defaults to this as-
sumption; though the efficacy of 
the proposal seems quite ques-
tionable in itself.  

As with all critical narratives 
that offer no alternative except 
the unmasking of “false” narra-
tives, Shipwrecked Mind leaves 
one feeling a bit unsatisfied. 
Nevertheless, the power of this 
little book to unlock Gil Pender’s 
insight into nostalgia—that we 
all long to return to a Golden 
Age, to a paradise lost—is time-
ly and sheds much light on our 
present situation. It offers an 
important caution to those who 
are intoxicated by the desire to 

remake the Garden of Eden in 
our contemporary world. There 
was only ever one garden, and 
we cannot return to it. While I 
do not share the opinion that 
things are getting better all the 
time, I do not think that being 
hopelessly nostalgic for the days 
of low rates of divorce and out 
of wedlock births is the solution. 
It is an illusion that we would 
be happier if we just lived in a 
better time or place. If we look 
back, it should be to the one 
event that truly changed all of 
history; and if we look forward, 
we should look forward to the 
coming of a renewed reality that 
shall not be brought about by 
human design or will.  

Daniel Strand is a postdoc-
toral fellow in the Center for 
Political Thought and Leadership 
at Arizona State University. His 
scholarly interests are in histo-
ry of political thought, religion 
and politics, and St. Augustine 
of Hippo.
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