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Inoculate
Conception
The Empress and the English Doctor
By Lucy Ward
(Oneworld, 333 pages, $30)

BOOKSHELF | By Catherine Ostler

Volcker, Powell and the Price of Amnesia

I s the Federal Reserve re-
viewing the connection be-
tween high inflation and

the past two years’ U.S. mone-
tary policy? A reporter asked
Fed Chairman Jerome Powell
that question at a June 15
news conference. After ac-
knowledging that the Fed is
doing so “very carefully,” the
chairman deflected. He said
that for decades inflation was
“dominated by disinflationary
forces,” but recent history has
been plagued by “extraordi-
nary shocks.” Pointing to the
pandemic, the war in Ukraine
and shutdowns in China, he
concluded: “We’re aware that a
different set of forces are driv-
ing the economy.”

Yet Mr. Powell neglected to
mention the expansionary
monetary and fiscal policies of
2020 and 2021 that surely con-
tributed to upward pressure

on prices. More important, he
missed the main culprit: the
Federal Reserve. The Fed lost
control of inflation by aban-
doning its decadeslong strat-
egy of pre-emptive restraint—
that is, tightening before
inflation takes hold. That pol-
icy, promoted by Fed Chairman
Paul Volcker in the 1980s, has
delivered price stability for
nearly 40 years.

The mistake started in Au-
gust 2020, when the Fed be-
gan to target “inflation mod-
erately above 2% for some
time” to make up for past
shortfalls. This attitude en-
couraged the central bank to
label the emerging inflation as
“transitory.” In June 2021

congressional testimony, Mr.
Powell nailed the coffin on
pre-emptive restraint pre-
cisely when it was most
needed: “We will not raise in-
terest rates pre-emptively be-
cause we think employment is
too high, because we fear the
possible onset of inflation. In-
stead, we will wait for actual
evidence of actual inflation or
other imbalances.”

Volcker blamed the runaway
inflation of the 1970s on this
type of thinking. He told his Fed
colleagues: “We have lost this
game in the past by staying
with an expansionary policy too
long during a recovery period.”
He then followed through by
raising rates early in the eco-
nomic recovery of 1984—with
the unemployment rate still at
7.8%—to avoid inflationary pres-
sure. Alan Greenspan, Volcker’s
successor, continued pre-emp-
tive restraint, most famously by
surprising financial markets
with a sharp rate increase in

mid-1994 while inflation during
the first half of the year aver-
aged 2.5%. The last pre-emptive
rate increase occurred in De-
cember 2016 under Janet Yellen.
That month, the Fed raised the
federal-funds target by 25 basis
points as inflation was running
at 1.3% for the year.

We believe that the policy
of pre-emptive restraint is
what anchored inflationary
expectations after the
mid-1980s by preventing infla-
tion from taking hold. The
country is now paying for the
Fed’s amnesia.

Mr. Sargent is a senior fel-
low at the Hoover Institution, a
professor of economics at NYU
and a 2011 Nobel Laureate in
Economics. Mr. Silber is a se-
nior adviser at Cornerstone
Research and author, most re-
cently, of “The Power of Noth-
ing to Lose: The Hail Mary Ef-
fect in Politics, War, and
Business.”

By Thomas J. Sargent
And William L. Silber

The Fed should have
heeded the lessons
of 1980s inflation.

OPINION

What a cursed kind of privilege it is to be the physician
in charge of the life of a world leader. In April 2020,
stories circulated about doctors from the intensive-

care unit of London’s St. Thomas’s Hospital texting the
Downing Street communications team when Covid-suffering
Boris Johnson, as the prime minister himself would later put it,
“could have gone either way.” If the virus took a lethal turn,
his doctors and PR flacks wondered, who would say what,
when? Scenes from the film “The Death of Stalin” flashed by:
the body, the indecision, the panic.

How much worse it must have been for the 56-year-old
Thomas Dimsdale, in his dark suit and curled wig, drawn
from the comfort of his farmhouse in Hertfordshire, England,
to travel a grueling 1,700 miles overland in a carriage to St.
Petersburg. Dimsdale had been summoned by Catherine the

Great to inoculate not only the
empress herself but also her
13-year-old heir, the Grand
Duke Paul. Catherine sought
protection from smallpox, that
scourge of the world that,
through the ingenuity of science
and social persuasion, became
the first—and still the only—
disease to have been eradicated
by the interventions of mankind.

The smallpox pandemic makes
Covid seem like a scene-stealing
extra: More lethal and more
contagious, it rolled through
society in wave after devastating
wave. In London in 1752, it was

responsible for one out of every seven deaths. Uncertainty
followed fever and pustules. The remedy in itself was in-
effective and miserable: bleeding, puncturing to release the
pus, and sweating in blankets. It was a course of treatment
determined by a lingering belief in the four vital humors—
blood, phlegm, black bile, yellow bile—whose balance
supposedly dictated health. (One of Dimsdale’s contributions
to the march of medical history seems to have been his
insistence on opening the window.)

As Lucy Ward dramatically relates in “The Empress and
the English Doctor: How Catherine the Great Defied a Deadly
Virus,” Catherine’s invitation was a high-stakes affair, a
testament to Dimsdale’s writings on the methodology of
smallpox inoculation and his reputation for solicitous care.
His Quaker upbringing had encouraged a brand of outcome-
rather than ego-led practice.

Inoculation preceded vaccination. The approach was
initially brought to Europe by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu,
who had first noted the practice in Constantinople. She
insisted on having her own children inoculated, and convinced
the Hanoverian court to follow suit, led by the future Queen
Caroline, whose children, too, were subjected to the procedure.

The disease followed a heartbreaking trajectory, killing
children and the young, disfiguring women and destroying
their prospects for marriage even if they survived. An
incredible “five reigning monarchs were dethroned by
smallpox in the eighteenth century,” we are told, including
Peter the Great’s grandson, the child Emperor Peter II. In
Vienna, Empress Maria Theresa lost her son, two daughters
and two daughters-in-law. Survival rates in Russia were
particularly low. No wonder Catherine wanted to try her
luck with science.

As devastating as smallpox was, for the empress herself
and the grand duke who would succeed her to personally
undergo inoculation was a risk to both patient and doctor.
On the success side stood immunity from the disease, an
almost holy example for Catherine’s people, and as-yet-untold
riches for her nervous doctor. On the other side, not only the
fact that all Russia would refuse the treatment if their “Little
Mother” died, but also a disaster for Dimsdale and the son
who had accompanied him. Geopolitics came into play too—
if things went wrong, some would interpret it as a foreign
assassination.

All the descriptions of lancet cuts and pus are one thing—
it is the experimentation on impoverished children that makes
for painful reading. Young army cadets are experimented on;
a 6-year-old, “small as a bug,” according to Catherine, supplies
the viral matter to his empress, who is prepared with “five
grains of the mercurial powder” and purged with “calomel,
crabs’ claws and antimony.” Then she waits it out at Tsarskoe
Selo, her summer palace, in the hope of a desirable
progression: outbreak, recovery.

With a happy result for her and her less-robust son,
Catherine sets about publicizing the success. Dimsdale
receives the equivalent of more than $20 million and a barony.
Bronze medals are cast of Catherine’s profile, reading “She
herself set an example.” It helps that Catherine was competi-
tive beyond reason: “we have inoculated more people in a
month than were inoculated in Vienna in eight,” she wrote to
Voltaire, determined to beat Empress Maria Theresa’s efforts.
By the time the unvaccinated Louis XV dies of smallpox in 1774,
Catherine is so pleased with herself that she tells her friend
and agent in Paris, Baron von Grimm: “It is shameful for a King
of France living in the eighteenth century to die of smallpox.”

“The Empress and the English Doctor” is a detailed account
of a specific encounter, with fully fleshed reporting on a
specific moment when two lives come into contact through
the fear and treatment of a dreadful disease. More than
anything, it is a biography of the birth of vaccination. As such,
it is a deft and captivating chronicle of an opportune subject.
How much is familiar to us now: the balance of risk in
parental love; the limited power of statistics over the masses.
As Angelo Gatti, an Italian practicing inoculation in France,
writes, “mankind will always be more affected by a present
danger, though exceedingly small, than by a much greater one,
if remote, and in some degree uncertain.”

Ms. Ward, a former politics reporter, writes in journalistic
prose that occasionally lapses into management- or even
street-speak—“top-down,” “and the rest.” And I railed at the
idea of Catherine being considered quite so brave when she
had random children to test on and had the education to grasp
the statistical probabilities of inoculation versus disease.
Still, this is an undoubtedly energetic and timely account of a
man and woman united in their mission to advance science to
save lives, including their own.

Ms. Ostler is the author of “The Duchess Countess: The Woman
Who Scandalized Eighteenth-Century London.”

If successful, the experimentmeant immunity for
an entire nationanduntold riches for thedoctor.
Failure, however, could spell geopolitical disaster.

The good
news for Joe
Biden is, or
was, that he
won the 2020
election. The
bad news for
Joe Biden,
well, let’s just
say he’s got
company in
the disap-

proval dumpster. All over the
world, voters are engaging in
what can only be called pay-
back to the national leaders
who ran their lives during the
pandemic.

After Mr. Biden’s two years
at the top, some 70% of the
population thinks the country
is headed in the wrong direc-
tion, an astonishing number.
On Sunday, France’s Emman-
uel Macron’s centrist party
lost its legislative majority,
with gains for protest-vote
parties on the left and right.
In Colombia, the far left came
to power this week with the
election of a former M-19
guerrilla.

Prime Minister Boris John-
son’s own Tory party tried to
dump him recently, and the
U.K. is now experiencing a
massive sit-down strike by the
railway unions. China’s Xi Jin-
ping will win “re-election” as
Communist Party leader this
fall, but China’s population,
especially the locked-down
young, is in an ominously dark
mood about its future.

Amid this turmoil, a well-
known phrase has returned to
usage: It’s the economy, stu-
pid. Commentary on that
phrase normally emphasizes
“the economy.” But with so
many governments faltering
in the pandemic’s wake, we’d
like to elevate “stupid.”

The Locked-Down Voters’ Revenge
The current global discon-

tent with economic life is
overwhelmingly a function of
one other word: lockdown.
Lockdowns are normally asso-
ciated with prison riots, not
the world’s economies. One
may admit that the first
months with the mysterious
Covid-19 virus were a time of
generalized panic, and govern-
ments defaulted to the epide-
miologists’ standard fix of so-
cial quarantining. But then
leadership essentially let the
public-health bureaucracies
take over their countries’ eco-
nomic life.

What’s impossible not to
notice is how the lockdowns
exposed the intricacies of the
world’s market economy. We
are hearing a lot now about
long Covid, the physical after-
math of the virus. As debili-
tating is long economic Covid.

Long economic Covid is
why anyone you sit next to at
dinner can dilate on the ar-
cana of interrupted global
supply chains. We’re now
coming to realize how the
market economy’s perfor-
mance and benefits are taken
for granted. All those goods—
made, purchased, packed and
shipped—were as reliably
available as turning on a light.
Actually, one of the things
we’ve learned during this time
is that even turning on a light
isn’t like turning on a light.
Disrupt the always-on but
complex power grid, as in
Texas and California, and the
lights stop coming on.

This persistent post-pan-
demic disruption is the re-
sult of government choices.
In 2020, the public sector
told the private sector sim-
ply to stand down. When the
pandemic lockdowns were

extended deep into 2021—in
the U.S., France, U.K. and
elsewhere—the global econ-
omy’s extraordinarily com-
plex grid of relationships
fractured at every level.

Layoffs were widespread,
ending paychecks overnight.
Trucking hasn’t recovered.
Airlines are struggling with
flight-canceling staff short-
ages. Manufacturers can’t fill
orders for lack of basic parts,
workers or a reliable trans-
port system.

We have arrived at stupid.
Governments and the pri-

vate economy have coexisted
uneasily for decades. But dur-
ing that time, as often argued
here, left-of-center politicians,
notably in the Democratic
Party, lost their understand-
ing of how the private sector
works. Some liberal commen-
tators have worried for years
that this self-imposed igno-
rance was turning middle-
class wage-earners into the
collateral damage of antibusi-
ness policies. The lockdowns
just killed these workers.

Past some point of the pan-
demic’s policies of systemic
closure—of businesses and
schools—the politicians had no
clue about how to manage the
mess they’d made. Mr. Biden
and his party sent several tril-
lion dollars of temporary in-
come support into an economy
unable to absorb it efficiently.
We have ruinous inflation. Mr.

Johnson’s government im-
posed Mickey Mouse taxes,
such as a 2.5-percentage-point
increase in the payroll tax to
prop up the National Health
Service.

The cluelessness won’t
stop. As the energy industry
attempts to right itself and re-
store production, some in the
U.S. are proposing a windfall-
profits tax, as recently im-
posed by Mr. Johnson in the
U.K. Great idea: Let’s get re-
hired workers laid off again.

Mr. Biden says he’s presid-
ing over a fundamentally
strong economy. But as the
economy finds its footing, the
dislocations of the lockdowns
persist across the U.S. Small
businesses say they can’t com-
pete for workers with corpo-
rations, which are offering in-
flated wages. This isn’t just
Labor Department employ-
ment data. Those small com-
panies are crucial to the nor-
mally smooth functioning of
economic life. Meanwhile,
Transportation Secretary Pete
Buttigieg, like King Canute
commanding the tides to re-
cede, has ordered the airlines
to hire (and hopefully train)
more customer-service work-
ers. From where?

The political backlash is
coming from below. The long
suppression of national econo-
mies has primarily hurt indi-
viduals at the lower end of the
income scale, and where coun-
tries hold real elections, in-
cumbents are getting axed.

In the U.S., the revenge of
the locked-down voters is
likely to return conservatives
to power this year and in
2024. Republicans should run
on just five words: We will do
the opposite.

Write henninger@wsj.com.

Wrecking the complex
private economy isn’t
easy. Government
Covid policies did it.

WONDER
LAND
By Daniel
Henninger

T rying to limit the politi-
cal damage of skyrocket-
ing gasoline prices, the

Biden administration on Sun-
day trotted out Energy Secre-
tary Jennifer Granholm. They’d
have been better off if she’d
gone to Mass.

Appearing on CNN’s “State
of the Union,” Ms. Granholm
said “we need to have in-
creased production, so that
everyday citizens in America
will not be feeling this pain
that they’re feeling right now.”

The context of the discus-
sion was President Biden’s up-
coming visit to the Gulf Coop-
eration Council, where he’ll
ask the Saudis to increase oil
production. Ms. Granholm got
the general principle right:
The answer to high prices is
increased supply. What she
got wrong was locating the
solution some 7,500 miles
away in Middle Eastern oil
fields.

She didn’t have much of a
choice. Since taking office, Mr.
Biden has labored hard to
make American fossil-fuel pro-
duction more costly so green
energy alternatives become
more attractive. He succeeded,
and the result is record prices.

On his first day in office,
Mr. Biden canceled the Key-
stone XL pipeline and halted
new leases in Alaska’s Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge. A
week later, he banned new oil
and gas leases on federal
lands and waters, and in June
he shut down exploration on
existing leases in ANWR. In

Biden Got the Energy Market He Wanted
October, he increased the reg-
ulatory burdens on building
pipelines and other infrastruc-
ture. This February he limited
leasing in Alaska’s National
Petroleum Reserve. At every
turn Team Biden has worked
to restrict and reduce domes-
tic oil and gas production.

Almost a year after a fed-
eral judge enjoined the White
House from implementing its
pause on leases in federal
lands and waters, the adminis-
tration in April finally offered
144,400 acres for explora-
tion—only 20% of the acreage
originally slated for this
tranche of leases. The admin-
istration also raised the fed-
eral royalty by 50%, increasing
the cost on American consum-
ers. It nominated regulatory
officials hostile to fossil fuels
and issued climate disclosure
rules that made lenders skit-
tish about providing capital.

Team Biden got what it
wanted: Daily U.S. oil produc-
tion dropped from 12.29 mil-
lion barrels in 2019 to an esti-
mated 11.85 million in 2022,
well after demand had re-
bounded from the pandemic.

Mr. Biden blames Vladimir
Putin, but prices rose quite a
bit before Russia invaded
Ukraine. In January 2021, the
average price of regular gaso-
line was $2.33 a gallon. By Feb-
ruary 2022, it was up to $3.52.
As of May, the average price
was $4.44; so 56% of that price
rise predated the invasion.

After doing everything in
his power to constrict Ameri-
can supply, Mr. Biden is now
threatening a windfall-profits

tax, even though oil and gas
production saw only a 4.7%
net profit margin last year.
Compare that with Microsoft’s
39% net margin, Facebook’s
33%, Google’s 30% and Apple’s
27%. Yet Mr. Biden won’t con-
fiscate tech company profits.

The president now pro-
poses a three-month holiday
from the 18.4-cent-a-gallon
federal gasoline tax. But this
would raise demand and in-
crease the deficit while doing
nothing to boost production.

If Mr. Biden were serious
about lowering fuel prices,
he’d follow the advice of Presi-
dent Clinton’s Treasury Secre-
tary Larry Summers, who sug-
gested Sunday “an all-in more-
energy-supply approach that
emphasizes freeing up fossil
fuels.” That means undoing all
of Mr. Biden’s earlier decisions
that pushed oil and gas prices
up. It’s important to start now.
It took a year and a half of bad
actions to get here; it’ll take
time to increase supply and
thereby produce downward
pressure on prices.

To begin, Mr. Biden should
stop the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency’s assault on
small U.S. refineries, which
produce roughly 30% of Amer-
ica’s gasoline and diesel.

Longstanding EPA regulations
require them to blend renew-
able fuel into their product or
purchase special credits in a
marketplace, but most can’t
blend in ethanol because it’s
too corrosive to be moved
through pipelines. The EPA
has long solved this problem
by routinely granting these re-
finers exemptions if no credits
are available, as provided by
law.

Earlier this month, the EPA
announced it is essentially
ending exemptions and pun-
ishing refiners by retroac-
tively denying exemptions
back to 2016, requiring the in-
dustry to pay billions. Even
the EPA admits consumers will
have to cover these costs. In-
dustry leaders fear some re-
fineries won’t be able to oper-
ate under the new regime and
will instead shut down, reduc-
ing the supply of gasoline and
diesel still further.

In pursuit of climate goals,
Mr. Biden’s policies raised
costs for oil and gas and re-
duced supply. The result is
higher gasoline and diesel
prices at a time when inflation
is already driving up the price
of everything else. Mr. Biden
got what he wanted, and it’s
making life harder for ordinary
Americans. Because of that,
there will be hell for Demo-
crats to pay come November.

Mr. Rove helped organize
the political-action committee
American Crossroads and is
author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon &
Schuster, 2015).

Since day one, he’s
tried to limit fossil-
fuel supplies, and
we’re all paying for it.

By Karl Rove
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