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Norris examines the concept of acedia from its ancient
understanding in monastic spirituality through its more re-
cent role in philosophy, psychology, literature, and Ameri-
can culture and also in her spiritual, marital, and writing
life

Kathleen Norris, a poet and nonfiction writer, has writ-
ten earlier about her life and her spirituality in Dakota: A
Spiritual Geography (1993), Cloister Walk (1996), and Amazing Grace: A Vocabu-
lary of Faith (1998). In these and in The Virgin of Bennington (2001), an account of
her college and early professional years, Norris alludes to the bouts of despondency
and the resistance to commitment that marked her life. She maintained that she had
found professional help for her depression, but she had no name for or understanding
of the latter affliction. In Cloister Walk, written after two residencies at a Benedictine
monastery, she devotes a few pages to acedia, and she credits a lecture that became
The Quotidian Mysteries: Laundry, Liturgy, and “Women’s Work” (1999) with in-
spiring her to do a full-length study based on her belief in the usefulness of the litera-
ture of monasticism for herself and her world.

In Acedia and Me: A Marriage, Monks, and a Writer’s Life, Norris focuses on this
belief. She found that those in monastic life, going back to the fourth century, under-
stood acedia best, identifying it as the “noonday devil,” a spiritual temptation to wea-
riness unto giving up that may be felt by a monk after his first fervor, at a time when he
is facing the reality of his day-by-day life committed to prayer. It was at noon that a
monk felt most acutely the temptation to lose his belief that he could live a life com-
pletely devoted to prayer. In the first chapter, “Somewhere,” the writer acknowledges
that in discovering the term “acedia” she felt “a weight lift from [her] soul.” For
Norris, throughout her life, making any commitment was difficult, since the thought
of having to follow through on commitments was wearying.

Discovering acedia was life-changing for Norris, giving her an understanding
of the feeling she had suffered from childhood and still suffers. After this discovery,
she spent years in research to broaden and deepen this understanding, and the result
is Acedia and Me, which describes the connections between acedia and her nearly
thirty-year marriage, her ongoing spiritual journey, and her successful writing life.
Norris first briefly recounts the understanding of acedia in early monastic literature.
She points to the inclusion of the term “acedia” with spelling variations in editions
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of the Oxford English Dictionary from the
fourteenth century though the 1989 edition.
This persistence of the word, says Norris, is
“like the lexicon’s version of a mole, working
on us while hidden from view.” The per-
sistence even while obscure means, Norris
adds, that acedia has always been and remains
a human affliction. The opposite of acedia,
she suggests, is caring, and to illustrate the
importance of caring she gives her text an
underlying foundation of her battles with

acedia, moving easily in the text from an essayist’s discussion of acedia to a story-
teller’s presentation of its role in the different phases of her life.

In her earlier texts, Norris connected her spirituality to her Presbyterian roots in ru-
ral South Dakota and her sojourns at the Benedictine St. John’s Abbey in College-
ville, Minnesota. She grounded these narratives in the landscape of the midwestern
plains and in the rhythms and images of scriptural and liturgical hymns and prayers of
her religious roots. Though Norris’s spiritual language is also part of Acedia and Me,
this style is often overwhelmed by her research. The text is replete with definitions
and quotes, valuable to the reader but lacking useful bibliographical citation. “I can
hear scholars howling with some justification,” she writes, “that I am mixing it all up,
failing to make the necessary and proper distinctions.” Perhaps to make up for her
freewheeling style, in the final chapter she gives the reader “Acedia: A Commonplace
Book,” forty-five pages of quotations, arranged chronologically, that give or imply a
definition of acedia. These alone make rich reading.

Norris asserts her right to her chosen writing style in the “Author’s Note”: What she
is attempting is a lengthy “meditation on the subject of acedia.” Meditation as method
seems to give the writer license to discuss acedia in the way that works for her. The text
meanders, looking at the main topic from every angle: depression, faith, hope, illness,
love, prayer, marriage, theology, monastic life, suffering, caregiving, writer’s block,
and more. Norris quotes rich material from every age, genre, and spiritual tradition. Nu-
merous insights of great value appear within her presentation of these source materials,
as if Norris the poet is trying to share in another way the epiphanies that are the heart
of the rigidly concise forms of poetry. If sometimes her insights seem to be buried in
the breadth and depth of her prose, much enlightenment does come to the reader.

Some of the richest sections in Norris’s study of acedia relate the story of its role in
her marriage to the poet David Joseph Dwyer (1946-2003), to whom she dedicates
this book. Throughout this marriage, as she dealt with the mysterious malady she now
calls acedia, her husband suffered from psychological problems, alcoholism, serious
illnesses, and in the end terminal cancer. Perhaps in Acedia and Me the writer found a
safe way to express honestly the ongoing pain and enduring love in her marriage and
to face the seventh decade of her life as a widow. The narrative sections make a some-
times overly informative text a richer reading experience, and traveling with Norris
on her spiritual journey is always worthwhile.
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Norris’s stated intention of rescuing the lost term “acedia” and restoring it in con-
temporary language, psychology, and spirituality effectively holds the text together.
Although it is difficult to define because it is a complicated syndrome, properly un-
derstood, acedia is, she asserts, what the third millennium needs to heal “much of the
restless boredom, frantic escape, commitment phobia, and enervating despair” she
has found in herself and seen in her contemporaries. One difficulty is that dictionary
definitions of acedia by the end of the twentieth century, when they did appear, were
so broad as to confuse or hide what the word meant. She finds many terms and
phrases: “heedlessness, torpor . . . [a] non-caring state”; “the deadly sin of sloth,”
“spiritual torpor and apathy”; “a mental syndrome, the chief features of which are list-
lessness, carelessness, apathy, and melancholia.” None captures as well as monastic
literature about acedia the mental, emotional, and spiritual impact that she has suf-
fered during her lifetime.

Some distinctions that Norris makes are useful to understanding acedia. Though
some confuse clinical depression and acedia, Norris asserts that the former implies a
certain level of anguish, while in the latter it seems a matter of indifference. “Despair”
is not an adequate synonym, either: “For despair, participation in the divine nature
through grace is perceived as appealing, but impossible; for acedia, the prospect is
possible, but unappealing.” Better to understand acedia as the monks did: that it is a
“bad thought,” meant to be replaced by another thought, a good thought. At one time
Christianity defined acedia as one of the “eight bad thoughts” that were part of one’s
being but could and should be rejected in favor of good thoughts, lest they lead to sin-
ful acts. Norris agrees that acedia comes as a bad thought, and she is surprised that at
some point in church history the eighth bad thought, acedia, disappeared into the term
“sloth,” and the remaining seven bad thoughts became the “seven deadly sins.”
Acedia is not in her mind a sin, such as sloth, but bad thinking that might lead to sinful
acts, such as walking out on one’s commitments. According to Norris, the cure is hu-
mility, knowing that one is weak but also knowing that with God’s grace one can be
strong. Her poet self helps Norris explain that looking at one’s own smallness with
humility gives one “fresh eyes” to see that impasses or blocks are “not merely the
cause of the symptom of . . . misery but also as places where the light of promise
shines though.”

Though “Abbas” and “Ammas,” wisdom figures in ancient Christian monastic
life, are her primary sources for understanding acedia, Norris finds other helpful
teachers across the ages. One is the sixteenth century spiritual leader John of the Cross
(1542-1591). When this Carmelite mystic and monk describes spiritual aridity, he
means acedia, Norris says, that which is felt by anyone who reaches a mental impasse,
“whether in writing, art, prayer, marriage, or parenting.” The defeating thought is that
the impasse or block one faces cannot be overcome because no tactic one can think of
will work, so why bother? All is futile, hopeless. Norris, who has faced both writer’s
block and spiritual emptiness many times, notes how appropriate it is that John of the
Cross is the patron saint of poets. Similar is the statement by philosopher Søren
Kierkegaard (1813-1855) that it is presumptuous to think “that there is no way out for
God because I cannot see any.” For a twentieth century view, Norris calls on play-
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wright Wendy Wasserstein (1950-2006), who, in writing on sloth was really referring
to acedia. Wasserstein wrote that, like “traditional” sloths, “New Age [sloths look] at
the possibility of real thought” and reject it.

Norris’s spiritual journey with acedia, with its integral connection with monastic
texts and Benedictine men and women religious, has led her to many epiphanies about
her writing life. For example, when St. Benedict (480-547) writes about sloth, he
says, “Every time you begin a good work, you must pray to [God] to bring it to perfec-
tion.” Benedict, she finds, sees all who follow the Benedictine rule as beginners, and
she contrasts this attitude with our culture’s view that beginners are those at the bot-
tom of the heap. Better are those who leap forward, quickly, impatient with any de-
lays. Like the pilgrim on a spiritual journey, beginning again and again, Norris as a
writer begins over and over, facing again the feared blank page. “Beginning requires
that I remain willing to act, and to summon my hopes in the face of torpor . . . rejecting
that self-censurious spirit that will arise to scorn my efforts as futile.”

Another important definition of acedia helpful to her writing life came from an es-
say by Aldous Huxley (1894-1963) called “Accidie.” Huxley traces the term from
medieval times through nineteenth century Romantic literature where it assumed a
“deadly form, a mixture of boredom, sorrow, and despair, [that became] an inspira-
tion to the greatest poets and novelists, and it has remained so to this day.”As a young
writer in New York during the 1960’s, like many younger poets, Norris was tempted
to believe that writing poetry required such ennui. Huxley’s essay, Norris says, taught
her that one could be a poet and have faith. These words define accurately the Norris
known through her totally human and deeply spiritual writings.

Francine A. Dempsey
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THE AGE OF REAGAN
A History, 1974-2008

Author: Sean Wilentz (1951- )
Publisher: HarperCollins (New York). 564 pp. $27.95
Type of work: History
Time: 1974-2008
Locale: Washington, D.C.

A fast-paced, well-documented analysis of the rise of
Ronald Reagan, his presidential administration, and his
impact on American politics

Principal personages:
Richard Nixon (1913-1994),

U.S. president, 1969-1975
Gerald Ford (1913-2006),

U.S. president, 1975-1977
Jimmy Carter (1924- ), U.S. president, 1977-1981
Ronald Reagan (1911-2004), U.S. president, 1981-1989
George H. W. Bush (1924- ), U.S. president, 1989-1993
Bill Clinton (1946- ), U.S. president, 1993-2001
George W. Bush (1946- ), U.S. president, 2001-2009

Sean Wilentz, who teaches American history at Princeton University, has a well-
deserved reputation as both an outstanding scholar and a strong partisan for the Dem-
ocratic Party in contemporary American politics. His was a leading voice, for exam-
ple, against the effort to impeach President Bill Clinton in 1998. Because of Wilentz’s
involvement in contemporary politics, this new study, The Age of Reagan, on the im-
pact of Ronald Reagan on recent national politics will surprise Wilentz’s critics and
disconcert some Democrats. In this lengthy but lively treatment of the last four de-
cades of public affairs, Wilentz takes Reagan seriously and examines his effect on the
political scene with a shrewd sense of the president’s genuine importance. From that
interpretive point of view, Wilentz then proceeds to analyze Reagan’s impact on sub-
sequent presidents and American politics in general.

Wilentz’s scholarly field has been the United States in the mid-nineteenth century,
about which he has published important books about Jacksonian democracy and for
which he has received prizes for his substantial accomplishments. Wilentz brings his
strong capacity to do extensive research in primary sources and to write compelling
prose to his study of Reagan and his times. His in-depth explorations in the archival
collections of the Gerald R. Ford Library and the Jimmy Carter Library are among the
genuine strengths of this study. Wilentz offers a timely reminder that extensive re-
search in primary sources is still one of the hallmarks of excellence in an historian.

Readers will find an abundance of fresh information about the major players in
the time period covered by Wilentz’s book. He has useful things to say about the
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deeper meaning of the Iran-Contra episode
of Reagan’s second term. Few writers have
provided more intelligent treatments of Clin-
ton’s trials at the hands of the president’s po-
litical enemies during the 1990’s. Through-
out, Wilentz has an eye for the appropriate
quotation to illustrate his arguments and to il-

luminate the character of the public figures that he discusses. Wilentz has mastered
the facts of innumerable now-forgotten controversies, and he sets the record straight
on such questions as The New York Times and its questionable role in promoting the
bogus Whitewater flap of the Clinton era.

The narrative begins with the resignation of Richard Nixon in August, 1974, and
the launch of the administration of Gerald R. Ford, and Wilentz provides an insightful
analysis of Ford’s brief tenure in the White House. He emphasizes the importance of
such figures as Donald Rumsfeld and Richard Cheney to the decision making of the
president in the run-up to the 1976 presidential election. The displeasure with Con-
gress that Rumsfeld and Cheney experienced at that time influenced their disdain for
Congress during the administration of George W. Bush. Ford emerges as an under-
rated president who suffered from the legacy of Nixon and his inability to overcome
the negative public reaction to his pardon of the former president in September, 1974.

The Carter administration comes in for a tart appraisal from Wilentz. The presi-
dent’s political ineptitude in office and the contradiction between his lofty campaign
rhetoric and his maladroit governing style are developed in rich detail. Carter
overmanaged the details of his presidency and failed to connect with the public as
economic conditions worsened. This chapter recaptures the difficulties of the Carter
years and the consequent decay of the Democratic Party as a governing coalition.

The key to the book, however, is the enigmatic personality and enduring political
appeal of Reagan. Wilentz describes how Reagan’s star rose in California politics
during the mid-1960’s and why the governor became the darling of Republican con-
servatives in the 1970’s. Reagan had a winning style that avoided the stridency of
Barry Goldwater and the moral squalor of Nixon. With his team of savvy media ad-
visers, Reagan used the techniques of Hollywood stardom to package conservatism in
a way that addressed the fears of Americans in the turbulence of the post-Watergate
era. Wilentz is especially good on Reagan’s ability to adapt to changing political cir-
cumstances, even when his tactical shifts conflicted with his philosophical creed. In
California and in Washington, the tax-cutting Reagan proved able to raise revenues
when it was politically necessary.

Reagan’s inscrutable character has defied the efforts of biographers such as
Edmund Morris to explain what made this disengaged executive so successful and
popular for most of his eight years in office. Reagan was not a leader who revealed his
inner thoughts on paper or to his closest associates. The memoirs of those who
worked in the Reagan White House are filled with episodes in which aides try to deci-
pher what the chief executive was thinking or how he exerted himself to achieve his
ends. Not since Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was president from 1933 to 1945, had
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there been so opaque a leader who hid from view the way he arrived at conclusions
and decided issues. While there have been volumes published of Reagan’s speeches,
his letters, and his personal diaries of the White House years, the core of the man re-
mains a mystery that has eluded biographical examination.

Wilentz stresses Reagan’s genuine commitment to arms control and his antipathy
to the prospect of nuclear war as key elements in driving his willingness to negotiate
with the Soviet Union and its leader, Mikhail Gorbachev. Wilentz shows how Reagan
rebounded from the reverses associated with the Iran-Contra scandal to end his ad-
ministration on a high note and with his popularity restored. At the same time, the au-
thor resists giving Reagan too much credit for the decline and breakup of the Soviet
Union.

Wilentz is an expert and evenhanded guide through the complexities of the Reagan
years in power. He recalls the difficult first two years, when the economic program
associated with tax cuts and increased defense spending resulted in a brief, sharp re-
cession. He then shows how the economic stimulus of the Reagan tax cuts restored
prosperity in the middle of the 1980’s and propelled the president to his sweeping tri-
umph in the 1984 election. Time after time, the president escaped the Democratic ef-
forts to paint him into a corner in political terms. Wilentz’s balanced account will be a
keystone for genuine revisionism about Reagan’s record as president.

In his effort to be fair to Reagan, Wilentz sometimes overstresses the positive ar-
gument for the president. The accumulated deficits impaired the economy and started
a process of economic unraveling that has yet to end. Reagan was a divisive force on
the race issue, as Wilentz shows, with his presidential suspicions about Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., and his willingness to pander to the worst tendencies of Southern Re-
publicans.

Wilentz gives Reagan credit for his turnaround after the Iran-Contra scandal in
1986 and 1987. With a new leadership team in the White House led by former Senator
Howard Baker, Reagan pursued serious arms agreements with the Soviet Union that
accelerated the collapse of that political system. As a result, Reagan renewed his pop-
ularity with the American people.

The accounts of the Bush and Clinton administrations carry forward Wilentz’s
contention about the key role Reagan played in modern American politics. In the case
of George H. W. Bush, the effort of the president to soften the Reagan policies and
make them more acceptable resulted in an administration that outraged the right wing
of the Republicans without producing corresponding electoral gains among moderate
Democrats. The economic downturn of the early 1990’s doomed Bush’s chances for
reelection in 1992.

Clinton’s election in 1992 ushered in a turbulent decade in national politics. The
Republicans never accepted Clinton as a legitimate chief executive, and the president
faced a series of campaigns to oust him from office. Wilentz traces the evolution of
these right-wing efforts to find grounds for impeachment in Clinton’s pre-presidential
career and in his conduct as president. There are few better brief treatments of the
Clinton “scandals” and the resulting impeachment trial of the incumbent in 1999.
Wilentz acknowledges Clinton’s moral lapse in his affair with Monica Lewinsky and
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the political trial that grew out of that mistake, but he underscores how much politics
rather than genuine conviction lay behind the Republican drive for impeachment.

There is an abbreviated examination of the presidency of George W. Bush, a chief
executive for whom Wilentz has little regard. The conclusion of the narrative comes
down to the 2008 primary election season and seems somewhat tacked on for contem-
porary relevance. However, the rather hasty conclusion of Wilentz’s story should not
detract from the merits of his larger argument. This study is one of the first to en-
deavor to place Reagan in historical context and to weigh his record with dispassion-
ate evaluation. Few will doubt Wilentz’s conclusion about Reagan’s historical impor-
tance, whatever one might think about the president’s performance in office.

Only in passing does Wilentz examine an important element in the reshaping of
American politics under Reagan. The former film star, with his sure sense of how to
handle the television and print media, came into power during a key shift in how
Americans received news about public affairs. With the emergence of cable televi-
sion during the early years of Reagan’s presidency, entertainment values, especially
the relentless drive for ratings, dominated the news business. Reagan and his advisers
understood that attractive visual images and a well-constructed daily narrative
trumped hard news every time. In the process, American politics was “dumbed down”
to the lowest common denominator of what would grab the attention of the viewing
public. That development was another key legacy of Reagan and the show-business
ethos he embodied. Journalists who read this book with close attention will get a
needed lesson in how their professional practices declined during the years of Rea-
gan’s ascendancy in American politics.

Writing contemporary history is no easy assignment. The absence of primary
sources that reveal the motivations of the participants is one handicap. Modern jour-
nalism, often unreliable, makes establishing basic facts a formidable challenge. Mis-
information clouds the Internet, and urban legends about politicians proliferate on
blogs and in the resulting commentary. That is what makes Wilentz’s achievement
here so impressive. He has navigated through the intricacies of the Reagan era and the
decades that followed with a sure hand. Interested readers will find in his annotations
guides to all the important issues of the period and information about where to locate
more relevant data. This is a resource that historians and their students will be mining
for years.

While Wilentz has written a book that scholars can use, he has also well served the
reading public. His account of the Reagan era will stimulate debate and provoke use-
ful dialogue. He has achieved his purpose of opening up the Reagan presidency and
its consequences for serious discussion. In that sense, a historian of liberal Demo-
cratic beliefs has done for Reagan what conservative apologists for the president have
failed to accomplish. Wilentz has placed Reagan in historical context and made his
career in American politics a centerpiece of how the late twentieth century in the
United States will be understood in the future.

Lewis L. Gould
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