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Long committed to supporting intel-
lectual life in the nation, the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences at the be-
ginning of the new century decided to
focus new effort on fostering the intel-
lectual development of the next genera-
tion of scholars. Accordingly, in 2002 the
Visiting Scholars Program began, result-
ing from the efforts of Chief Executive
Of½cer Leslie Berlowitz. At the begin-
ning, the chancellors or presidents of
nine universities and colleges supported
the enterprise; that number has now
grown to ½fty-two. Administrators of
these institutions realize, as do con-
cerned scholars at the Academy, the
paucity of available resources to sustain
the research of those holding new PhDs,
who suffer either from academic unem-
ployment or from demanding non-ten-
ured assistant professorships. Several
foundations have also provided generous
assistance. The accomplishments of the
½rst seven classes of Scholars since their
fellowships suggest how valuable their
year at the Academy was to them. They
have published numerous books, and all
of them have achieved appropriate aca-
demic or research appointments.

The present issue of Dædalus intro-
duces the work of early-career scholars
to a wider audience. Their essays sug-
gest the broad range of interests among
their generation. They write of the pres-
ent and of the past, of problems in pub-
lic health education and of Civil War
atrocities. They take up theoretical is-
sues (for example, “Anti-Intellectualism
as Romantic Discourse”) and practical

ones (“Rebalancing American Foreign
Policy”); vast concerns (“What Does It
Mean to Be an American?”) and careful-
ly limited ones (“The Rise and Fall of
New Left Urbanism”). Their work de-
rives from several academic disciplines,
including anthropology, philosophy, po-
litical science, and various forms of his-
tory. Perhaps the most appealing aspect
of their contributions is the consistently
high level of engagement they demon-
strate.

One index of the scholars’ engage-
ment is the ambition of their enterpris-
es. Whether they deal with policy ques-
tions or with more purely academic con-
cerns, they take a large view of their 
subjects, pondering the implications of
what they’re doing. They write respon-
sibly, supporting their arguments with
solid information. The essays remind 
us of what academic rigor can bring to
matters of social policy; they illustrate
the value of historical perspective on
current issues; at their best, they sug-
gest the sheer excitement of thought.
They dramatize the promise of a new
academic generation.

This issue of Dædalus also recogniz-
es ½ve emerging poets of exceptional
promise and distinguished achievement.
All are recipients of the American Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences’s Poetry Prize,
established to honor the memory of
longtime Academy Fellow May Sarton, 
a poet, novelist, and teacher who during
her career encouraged the work of young
poets. The prizewinners were selected
by a group of prominent American po-
ets, all Fellows of the Academy: Paul
Muldoon, Carl Phillips, Charles Simic,
C. D. Wright, and Adam Zagajewski.
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During the 2008 vice presidential de-
bate, Alaska Governor Sarah Palin was
pressed by her Democratic rival, Dela-
ware Senator Joe Biden, and moderator
Gwen I½ll to reply to a question she had
previously ignored. The chipper Palin,
who thrived on the perception of being
persecuted, demurred. “I may not an-
swer the questions that either the mod-
erator or you want to hear,” she parried,
“but I’m going to talk straight to the
American people.”1

For this statement, Palin suffered not
only rebuke, but ridicule. Flaunting her
intent to duck a question amounted to 
a failure of manners. Part of the perfor-
mance of a presidential (or vice presi-
dential) debate, after all, consists of fol-
lowing certain conventions. One is that
candidates are supposed to act as if they
are there to report to the public their
ticket’s positions on prominent policy
issues, thereby helping voters ½gure out
which party better matches their own
preferences. According to this logic,
Palin’s sin lay not in her evasion of the
question–a common enough occur-
rence in the debates–but in her un-
abashed admission of the evasion. If 
a gaffe, in the journalist Michael Kins-
ley’s formulation, is when a politician

tells the truth, Palin told the truth with-
out even the customary inadvertence.2

Kinsley’s axiom, quoted often dur-
ing the gaffe-ridden 2008 campaign, re-
mains in currency because it highlights
the power of the unspoken and some-
times unrecognized assumptions that
underpin our politics. These assump-
tions aren’t always true or even justi½-
able. But the public, particularly those 
in the news media who shape our dis-
course, has a stake in maintaining 
them. They serve a useful purpose.

An underlying premise of the dis-
course about the presidential debates 
is that they exist to inform viewers, 
who watch them with open minds to
learn about the candidates and decide
how to vote. In other words, grandiose
as it may sound, our culture assigns the
debates a vital democratic role: demo-
cratic theory holds that effective self-
government depends on an informed 
citizenry, and the debates, more than
any other vehicle, are supposed to teach
voters what they still need to know
about the candidates in the fall of a pres-
idential election season. Accordingly, 
we eagerly anticipate these contests as
potential turning points for the cam-
paigns, the only scheduled events that
might by design win or lose votes for 
one candidate or the other overnight.

David Greenberg

Torchlight parades for the television age: 
the presidential debates as political ritual

© 2009 by David Greenberg



Journalists invariably speak of them as 
a rare chance for those all-important
undecided voters to make up their end-
lessly wavering minds. In recent years
networks have even convened focus
groups of the vacillators on whose fleet-
ing impressions the nation hinges, inter-
viewing them on air after each clash to
see if they were moved to reach any deci-
sions that might collectively alter a cam-
paign’s outcome.

Of course, given the evasions, boiler-
plate, scripted jokes, and attention to
stagecraft that routinely permeate the
debates, it’s hard to maintain that they
ful½ll this purpose of informing the in-
dependent-minded viewer. On the con-
trary, they seem to fail at this task often
enough to earn them unremitting dis-
paragement from the same pundits who
hold them to such lofty standards. Ever
since the ½rst televised presidential con-
tests, the 1960 “Great Debates” between
John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon,
critics have complained that the specta-
cles are not debates at all, but well-cho-
reographed joint press conferences–
marred, as The New York Times editori-
alized in 1976, by “their show-business
nature; their heavy reliance on rehears-
al and grooming by professional image-
makers; the concern for appearance over
substance.” The Times noted, “The 1976
presidential debates resemble the Lin-
coln-Douglas debates, to which they are
inevitably compared, as much as a town
meeting resembles–well, a television
spectacular.”3

Nothing encapsulates the view of the
debates as super½cial piffle better than
the inevitable–and inevitably invidi-
ous–contrasts with those legendary Il-
linois Senate debates. Journalists have
no corner on these glib comparisons. In
Amusing Ourselves to Death, the late, un-
amused media critic Neil Postman railed
against the Kennedy-Nixon contests as 

a pale imitation of Lincoln-Douglas. 
The Kennedy-Nixon debates, he said,
marked a passage from “the Age of
Exposition” to “the Age of Show Busi-
ness.” The hours-long, touring contests
between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen
Douglas in the fall of 1858 exhibited “a
kind of oratory that may be described as
literary,” with “a semantic, paraphras-
able, propositional content,” Postman
continued, while the four Nixon-Kenne-
dy clashes were empty charades made
for television, which “speaks in only one
persistent voice–the voice of entertain-
ment.”4

Please, Mr. Postman. Scholars should
know better than to traf½c in such nos-
talgia. The Lincoln-Douglas contests
provided plenty of entertainment, too,
along with double-talk, cheap shots,
pandering, and no small concern with
appearances. “There is much to learn
from the Lincoln-Douglas debates 
about the politics of the 1850s,” Michael
Schudson has written, “but there are 
no lessons to ‘apply’ to our own time,
certainly not in the form of a rebuke 
to a purportedly diminished political
culture.”5 Differences between the two
sets of debates are real, but to judge the
change as only decline is to make a mor-
al judgment, not a historical one.

In short, both the celebrations of the
debates as a fount of insight into the
candidates’ ½tness to govern and the
denigrations of their lifelessness and
theatricality miss the point. Both rest 
on flawed assumptions about what 
the debates are there to do. Yet if we try
instead to conceive of the debates’ role
and purpose differently, we may perhaps
appreciate the democratic function that
they do perform: not the provision of
vital data to blank-slate voters seeking 
to form a considered judgment about 
the candidates, but rather the stimula-
tion and engagement of broader public
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interest in politics. This contribution,
while more modest than the grand
claims frequently made on the debates’
behalf, nonetheless goes some way to-
ward renewing voters’ political com-
mitments and enriching democracy.

The discourse about the democratic
promise of the debates dates back to 
the Kennedy-Nixon contests. Since 
1948, when Tom Dewey of New York 
and Harold Stassen of Minnesota
squared off for an hour in pursuit of 
the Republican nomination, presiden-
tial primary contenders had occasion-
ally taken to jousting over the radio. 
But for both political and legal reasons
–mainly the fear that federal equal-
time regulations would require the in-
clusion of all manner of fringe candi-
dates in a prime-time free-for-all–
televised general-election debates re-
mained a dream. Only after the quiz
show scandals of the late 1950s did the
calculus change. With the networks’ 
reputations suffering, a dose of high-
minded public interest programming
suddenly seemed like the perfect tonic.
Congress suspended the nettlesome
equal-time clause of the 1934 Commu-
nications Act, and the networks set
about conceiving television programs
much like the very quiz shows that they
sought to displace. Like the Lincoln-
Douglas contests, their entertainment
value was part of the draw from the ½rst.

Not wishing to be seen as reducing
public affairs to the level of Milton
Berle, network spokesmen took pains to
portray the debates as something more
than a commercial enterprise: as a civ-
ic boon, a cure for an ailing democracy.
Coming at a time when Americans were
grappling with a perceived sense of in-
authenticity in politics, these arguments
were not insincere. For much of the
twentieth century, the public had grown

anxious that modernity was weakening
democracy. A series of changes, includ-
ing the astounding growth of the feder-
al government, America’s rise to global
leadership, the decline of parties, and
the Progressive Era’s efforts to clean up
politics, combined to make government
a more important force in people’s lives,
but at the same time a more distant one
as well. As Jürgen Habermas put it in 
The Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere, citizens’ “contact with the state
[now came to] occur . . . in the rooms 
and anterooms of the bureaucracy,” de-
cidedly impersonal venues. Meanwhile,
new media of mass communication–
½lm, radio, later television–gave audi-
ences an illusion of familiarity with na-
tional political ½gures that print could
not, even as they encouraged the feeling
that politics was playing out in a theat-
rical display on a faraway stage, remote
from their own lives and concerns. The
emerging political culture seemed to
downgrade Habermas’s celebrated “ra-
tional-critical discourse” that he posit-
ed was central to the Enlightenment
conception of democracy.6

The rhetoric surrounding the televised
debates–echoing the rhetoric surround-
ing television’s coverage of the national
party conventions and several other as-
pects of presidential politics–suggested
that the new medium could restore a
form of town-hall democracy in an im-
personal age of mass media. Televised
debates would bring an intimacy back
to politics. The candidates would be in
everyone’s living rooms for sixty min-
utes, on four separate occasions, talk-
ing plainly and directly to the citizenry.
Voters could use their autonomous intel-
ligence in evaluating the two aspirants
for the leadership of the free world.

And yet if a restoration was promised,
television–that symbol of modern times
–was not to be effaced. It was cast as the

David
Greenberg



hero, not the villain, of the civic revival
story. cbs President Frank Stanton ar-
gued that the televised debates were tai-
lor-made for the mass-media age. In 
the nineteenth century, he noted, large
throngs turned out at campaign events
such as torchlight parades and mass ral-
lies; amid alcohol, music, and colorful
costumes, they would feed off one an-
other’s partisan passions. Writing in
1960, just after the Kennedy-Nixon de-
bates, Stanton dismissed those old-style
gatherings as anachronistic, as calculat-
ed, in his words, “not to inform, or to
create an atmosphere conducive to the
appraisal of information, but to whip 
up attitudes capable of overcoming 
any temptation to judiciousness.” By 
his own day, he said, America could no
longer “afford the blind, uncritical au-
tomatic support of one man against an-
other, whatever his insight, his judg-
ment, or his qualities of leadership.” 
The televised debates–an updated,
twentieth-century substitute for the
nineteenth-century outdoor specta-
cles–would treat voters as indepen-
dent of mind, enlightening them about
the candidates’ stands and enabling
them to weigh the issues with the care
they deserved. Modern democracy de-
manded no less.7

Briefs like Stanton’s set the standards
by which the debates would be judged.
More often than not, alas, they were
judged as falling short. Rather than ed-
ucating voters about the key differen-
ces between the candidates, went the
critique, the tv extravaganzas stressed
shallow qualities such as looks and
speaking style, while allowing the pres-
idential aspirants to avoid precisely 
the kind of substantive back-and-forth
that the event was meant to foster. This
critique of the debates as plotted and
scripted, as valuing image over sub-

stance, implied that they weren’t meet-
ing their foremost obligation. Voters
were instead being treated to a pageant
of skilled performances, clever sound
bites, prefabricated statements from
stump speeches, and deft equivocations
that aimed not to help voters assess the
candidates’ relative positions on the is-
sues, but simply to win them over by
strength of charm, wit, polish, misinfor-
mation, and spin. Even the jokes that oc-
casionally brought down the house were
known to have been devised in advance
by a sharp wordsmith, with the candi-
date charged merely with ½nding the op-
portune moments to deploy them. This
criticism of the debates was the flip side
of the hope that they would restore a ra-
tional-critical discourse. It was the fear
that they reinforced an irrational, uncrit-
ical discourse.

Exhibit A in the case for the debates’
alleged substancelessness was the plain
fact of Kennedy’s victory. That mytholo-
gy is so well-known that it scarcely bears
repeating. With tv sets now in nine of
ten American homes, an estimated sev-
enty million people watched Kennedy
and Nixon square off on September 26.
Viewers saw a sharp contrast: Kennedy,
standing calmly in a dark suit, projected
unflappability. Handsome, relaxed, he
answered questions crisply, snuf½ng out
any doubts that he might be too callow
for the job. Nixon, recovering from a
knee infection and a cold, looked terri-
ble. Sweat streaked the pancake make-
up he had applied to his ½ve-o’clock
shadow, and his gray suit blended in
with the walls. Afterward, the press, 
as if by unanimous consent, blamed
Nixon’s appearance for his loss. “Fire
the make-up man,” Nixon’s aide Herb
Klein was told. “Everybody in this part
of the country thinks Nixon is sick.
Three doctors agreed he looked as if 
he had just suffered a coronary.”8
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There is no doubt that Kennedy
looked better. There is also little doubt
that debates helped him. Kennedy’s
pollster Lou Harris wrote a memo after
the debate noting that the senator had
opened up a 48 to 43 percent lead in his
latest survey, “the ½rst time that either
candidate has been able to show the
other open water. This is almost wholly
the result of the Monday night debate,” 
Harris asserted.9 Other public polls
showed a similar trend.

What is open to doubt is whether Ken-
nedy’s victory owed as much to a pure-
ly visual superiority to Nixon as is com-
monly thought. No empirical research
directly supports the claim. The main
piece of evidence supposedly buttres-
sing it is the widespread notion that ra-
dio listeners believed Nixon had won.
But that assertion is dubious. The his-
torian-journalist Teddy White proba-
bly deserves the blame for etching it 
in the accounts of the debates. In his
Making of the President, 1960, the urtext
for chroniclers of the Great Debates,
White wrote, “Those who heard the de-
bates on radio, according to sample sur-
veys”–surveys that White neither spec-
i½ed nor footnoted–“believed that the
two candidates came off almost equal”
(but not, it should be added, that Nix-
on won). “Yet every survey of those 
who watched the debates on television,”
White added–again, providing no de-
tails–suggested that Nixon had done
poorly. “It was the picture image that
had done it.” Even more vaguely, the
syndicated columnist Ralph McGill 
said that a sampling of “a number of
people” he spoke to who listened on
radio “unanimously thought Mr. Nixon
had the better of it.” Earl Mazo of the
New York Herald Tribune recorded a simi-
lar anecdotal impression. But only one
formal survey, by a Philadelphia market
research ½rm, supports the claim of Nix-

on’s radio superiority, and its methods
have been called into question.10

Equally dubious is the idea that the
debates gave short shrift to “substance,”
at least if measured by discussion of the
venerated “issues.” For all the accusa-
tions that the candidates postured ex-
cessively, or that tv focused too much
on smiles and stubble, a countervailing
line of critique held something like the
opposite: not that the debates were ut-
terly vapid, but that the rapid-½re, infor-
mation-rich answers prevented viewers
from taking some kind of broader mea-
sure of the men. “Not even a trained po-
litical observer,” noted the journalist
Douglass Cater, who moderated one de-
bate, “could keep up with the cross ½re
of fact and counterfact, of the rapid ref-
erences to Rockefeller Reports, Lehman
amendments, prestige analyses, gnp

and a potpourri of other so-called facts.
Or was the knack of merely seeming
well-informed what counted with the
viewer?” Public opinion expert Samuel
Lubell agreed, citing voters he inter-
viewed who “tried to make sense of the
arguments of the candidates ‘but the
more we listened, the more confused 
we got.’”11

What matters here isn’t so much
whether the debates really did exalt
mere “image” as the more basic fact 
that such a belief took hold and en-
dured. Perhaps the most lasting artic-
ulation of this belief came from the 
historian Daniel Boorstin in his now-
classic 1961 work The Image. “[M]ore
important than what we think of the
presidential candidate,” Boorstin ar-
gued, bemoaning the rise of television
and media manipulation in politics, 
“is what we think of his ‘public image.’”
The Kennedy-Nixon debates, he said,
offered “specious” drama that did noth-
ing to convey “which participant was
better quali½ed for the presidency.”

David
Greenberg



They raised the peripheral matters 
of lighting, makeup, and Nixon’s ½ve-
o’clock shadow to prominence while
“reducing great national issues to triv-
ial dimensions” and squandering “this
greatest opportunity in American his-
tory to educate the voters.”

Boorstin also elaborated what he saw
as the dangers of the rise of this image
culture: nothing less than the demise of
representative government. Hearkening
back to Lincoln, he said that the maxim
“you can’t fool all of the people all of 
the time” was “the foundation-belief of
American democracy.” It implied, ½rst,
that the citizenry can distinguish “be-
tween sham and reality,” and, second,
“that if offered a choice between a sim-
ple truth and a contrived image, they
will prefer the truth.” But in the face of
pseudo-events like the Great Debates,
Boorstin argued, this assertion no lon-
ger held. The cornerstone of the Amer-
ican temple was shaky.12

It took sixteen years for the stars to
align to permit another round of gen-
eral-election debates. In 1976, Jimmy
Carter, a relatively unknown former 
governor, needed the debates even 
more badly than Kennedy had in 1960, 
to prove that he had presidential stat-
ure. And whereas previous incumbents,
Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon,
had concluded that going mano a mano
could only elevate their rivals, Gerald
Ford, having been elected to neither 
the presidency nor the vice presidency,
concluded that he, too, needed to sub-
mit himself to a vetting of sorts by the
public.

The 1976 debates are remembered 
far less well than the 1960 contests. 
Two episodes above all endure in pop-
ular memory. One is the audio failure
that occurred near the end of the ½rst
match-up, on September 23, resulting 

in an awkward twenty-seven-minute si-
lence in which the candidates stood still
like mannequins. The other is Ford’s
statement in the second encounter that
Eastern Europe was not under Soviet
domination. Both moments exposed the
fallacy of thinking about the debates 
as simply the candidates’ unmediated
statements and performances during 
the broadcasts proper. Rather, it came to
be recognized, those performances be-
longed to a larger context that included
how the candidates and the race were
portrayed beforehand; how the partici-
pating journalists acted during the de-
bate; and the whole post-debate battle
for interpretation. “Starting with the
Ford-Carter matches,” Alan Schroeder, 
a scholar of presidential debates, has
written, “a live debate has come to rep-
resent only the centerpiece of the larger
media marathon that begins weeks be-
fore airtime and ends well after the pro-
gram fades to black.”13

In retrospect, the audio failure seems
the more remarkable of the two inci-
dents. At 10:51 p.m. Eastern time, as
Carter was speaking, a technical failure
crippled the sound system. In the inter-
im, no one knew what to do. The mod-
erator, Edwin Newman, suggested that
the candidates sit down, but they didn’t.
Nor did they approach each other to chat
informally. Instead they stood rigidly
and silently at their respective podiums.
This spontaneous mutual non-aggres-
sion pact became an emperor-has-no-
clothes moment, underscoring the fear
of spontaneity that had infused the de-
bates. As much as anything, it revived
the thread of criticism that had greeted
the Kennedy-Nixon contests: that they
were not real debates, requiring quick-
wittedness and an active intelligence,
but joint press conferences, packaged
and rehearsed, short on the substance
they were supposed to deliver. The si-
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lence, wrote the editors of The New Re-
public, “was prima facie evidence, if any
were needed, that the debates are not a
news event merely available for coverage
by the networks; rather they are produc-
tions staged for their bene½t and even,
despite their loud grumbling, to their
speci½cations.” As a result, the maga-
zine complained, no real give-and-take
occurred; no “inspiring visions” were
articulated, only talking points. “From
Mr. Ford’s ½rst response . . . to Carter’s
last, the candidates delivered what they
were programmed to deliver.”14

Comments like these about the de-
bates, and those from The New York 
Times cited earlier, were widespread, 
and they recurred like clockwork in the
following years. The laments about im-
age superseding substance were fueled,
moreover, by a new attention to the de-
bates’ backstage maneuverings. Candi-
dates began to hold practice debates,
with aides and other supporters playing
the roles of the opposing candidates, 
and the press started reporting on these
preparations with clear delight. Journal-
ists got excited, too, when in 1983 Lau-
rence Barrett, a Time magazine reporter,
disclosed in a book that Ronald Reagan’s
campaign had gotten hold of Jimmy Car-
ter’s brie½ng book before one of their
1980 debates.15 Though scandalous as a
clear-cut violation of the norms of fair
play, the subterfuge also caused discom-
fort for another reason: like the prolifer-
ating reports about debate preparation,
“debate-gate” underscored the practiced
nature of the performances and further
dispelled any illusion of spontaneity sur-
rounding them.

As viewers ½gured out that the debates
didn’t really begin when the program it-
self came on tv, they also came to real-
ize that the debates didn’t end with the
candidates’ closing statements either.

The fallout from Ford’s remarks about
Eastern Europe showed, more than any-
thing else, the importance of the post-
debate instant analysis and spin. As a
substantive matter, the president’s com-
ments hadn’t been terribly confusing or
controversial. In context, his intent was
clear enough–a desire not to write off
Eastern Europeans’ aspirations for free-
dom from Soviet influence–and, ac-
cording to polling, most viewers didn’t
deem them an error. Some surveys taken
that night even showed a plurality of re-
spondents believing that Ford had out-
performed Carter. The incident mat-
tered, however, as an illustration of how
the debates burst the time limits of the
actual broadcast. Despite the public’s
indifference to Ford’s comments, tele-
vision and newspaper pundits seized 
on them as if he had made a horrendous
blunder. At his press conference the next
day, the ½rst eleven questions dealt with
the purported gaffe. Carter harped on 
it in his own appearances. Soon polls
showed that the public had adopted the
journalists’ view. “I thought that Ford
had won. But the papers say it was Car-
ter. So it must be Carter,” one voter was
quoted as saying–ironically, maybe, but
not without reinforcing the point about
the importance of post-debate commen-
tary.16

Post-debate spin was mostly new in
1976. In 1960, neither party had tried 
to shape anyone’s verdicts about the
debates. Both camps simply said their
men had done well, but their tone was
restrained and not opportunistic. “Some
Kennedy aides, asking not to be quoted,
said they felt their candidate had scored
more points and over-all had made the
best impression,” The New York Times
noted.17 Kennedy did use unflattering
clips of Nixon sweating and scowling 
in a television advertisement, but that
move was aimed at taking advantage 
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of an already-clear public verdict, not 
at influencing the verdict.

By 1976, the candidates’ handlers had
gotten cannier. After the ½rst vice presi-
dential debate that year, between Bob
Dole and Walter Mondale, the Republi-
can ticket conscripted three Dole sup-
porters–his wife Elizabeth, Texas Gov-
ernor John Connally, and Vice President
Nelson Rockefeller–to praise Dole’s
performance; each appeared on each 
of the three tv networks. The practice
grew apace. By 1988, journalists were
referring to “Spin Alley,” a corridor of
the debate site where staffers argued
shamelessly why their man had pre-
vailed, whether they believed it or not.18

The candid acknowledgment of “Spin
Alley” dispensed with the pretense that
the debate analysts were offering objec-
tive or even sincere analysis. Reporters
knew they were getting a deliberately
partisan take, yet they quoted their
sources anyway and happily passed it 
all on to their audiences with the stark
disclaimer that it was all “spin” for the
home viewer to sort out. Not only the
journalists and the spinners, but the au-
diences, too, were presumed to agree
that what mattered as much as the de-
bate performances was the subsequent
effort to shape perceptions of the out-
come and of the candidates.

Given this incessant attention to the
staging and spinning of the debates,
complaints about their hyperscripted
character multiplied. In 1988, for ex-
ample, New York Times columnist A. M.
Rosenthal raged about the vapidity of
the vice presidential match between
Democrat Lloyd Bentsen and Republi-
can Dan Quayle. “It was not a debate,”
Rosenthal insisted. “It was not even a
good news conference. It was a staged,
manipulated, choreographed perform-
ance, stilted and arti½cial. At the end 
the most important question remained

unanswered.” Like so many others, Ros-
enthal (who, it should be said, has been
described as writing like Peter Finch’s
anchorman in Network, “as if he were
shouting from the ½re escape”) saw the
debate as emblematic of politics in the
age of tv and mass media. The entire
campaign, Rosenthal said, took place 
not “between two sets of candidates but
opposing teams of political packagers,
script writers, handlers, spinners, and
sound-bite artists.” Two years later, no
less a personage than Walter Cronkite, 
in delivering (½ttingly) the ½rst annual
Theodore White lecture at Harvard’s
Kennedy School of Government, made 
a similar pronouncement. “The debates
are part of the unconscionable fraud that
our political campaigns have become,”
he said. “Substance is to be avoided if
possible. Image is to be maximized.”19

Even as it became a cliché to decry 
the debates’ failure to carry out their ap-
pointed democratic function, however,
there remained a concurrent strain of
commentary that regarded the debates
as a useful exercise in public education.
Though not dominant, this strain of
commentary wasn’t hard to ½nd either.

In The Making of the President, 1960,
White had spoken of television as hav-
ing the properties of an X-ray, magical-
ly revealing a politician’s inner self.20

Though ridiculous as a scienti½c prop-
osition, this was a felicitous metaphor,
and one convenient for those who
wished not to take too dim a view of 
the modern political tv dramas like 
the debates. Much like photographs 
are often assumed (wrongly) to cap-
ture “reality” as words cannot, the 
X-ray view of tv imagined the tube as 
a transparent medium: a medium that
doesn’t mediate. Implicit, too, in this
notion was a trust in the judgment of
ordinary citizens, a reluctance to part
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with the Enlightenment faith in human
reason. At the end of the day, went this
argument, people could put aside the
spin and stagecraft and arrive at sound
judgments.

Remarkably, this determination 
to vindicate the tv debates often 
coexisted snugly alongside the sharp 
criticisms. In the same 1976 editorial in
which it spent six paragraphs ruing the
Ford-Carter debates as a poor progeny 
of Lincoln-Douglas, The New York Times
concluded, without a shred of evidence,
“Character, integrity, compassion, intel-
ligence–or lack of them–do have a way
of showing through.” In the same vein,
Joe Duffey, an adviser that year to Jimmy
Carter, told the Times in a separate news
article: “Character is what I think is ½-
nally displayed. It’s either there or it
isn’t, and television is a great revealer.”21

In 1980, Daniel Henninger, writing in
the Wall Street Journal, deepened the ar-
gument on behalf of the debates’ intrin-
sic value. He praised the opportunity to
see Carter and Reagan relatively un½l-
tered, speaking live and without a script
(or at least not a literal script). “Televi-
sion, in formats like Tuesday’s debate, is
nicely suited to passing democratic judg-
ment in this country,” Henninger noted.
“It provides unimpeded and thorough
access to the ideas and opinions of men
and women in public life.” Compared 
to the evening news, in which “images
rush by [and] the on-camera reporter
intrudes, pressing his opinion, flattening
mine,” the debates did indeed provide a
rare opportunity to take the measure of
two men; one could ignore the pre- and
post-debate hullaballoo and fall back on
one’s own impressions of the candidates
going head to head.

From a slightly different angle, the po-
litical analyst Jeff Green½eld also sang
the praises of debates when he wrote of
the 1988 match-ups between George

Bush and Michael Dukakis. Green½eld
also praised the contests as revealing,
though he departed from Henninger in
that he saluted the role of the question-
ing journalists as a bene½cial ingredient
in the mix. “The much-maligned format
produced the most signi½cant glimpses
we have had into the thinking and char-
acter of the candidates since the general-
election campaign began on Labor Day,”
he wrote. Suggesting that the journalist-
interrogators made the format more il-
luminating than a true Lincoln-Douglas
encounter would have been, Green½eld
said that the candidates’ responses to
questions about criminal penalties for
abortionists and Dukakis’s bloodless
demeanor gave viewers useful data for
forming judgments. In contrast, letting
the candidates say whatever they pleased
would have given us “programmatic 
formulations of speechwriters such as
Peggy Noonan and Robert Shrum.”22

The pro-debate argument–that the
contests elicit some important qualities
in the candidates–is not wholly wishful.
Some viewers certainly glean from them
some information that they ½nd useful.
But they do so mainly because most of
these viewers don’t follow political af-
fairs as intensively as journalists or news
buffs, and as a result they learn elemen-
tary information about a candidate–
that he supports universal health care or
a balanced budget, for example–for the
½rst time. These viewers don’t mind that
the candidates are regurgitating phrases
they’ve used umpteen times before; the
phrases are new to them. It shouldn’t be
surprising that voters claim to ½nd the
debates helpful in deciding how to vote.

But that doesn’t vindicate the debates.
That debates may serve as a convenient
source of easily discoverable news hard-
ly justi½es their existence. Newspaper
and magazine articles, tv news seg-
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ments, and countless other journalistic
outlets provide the same information,
and much more; it’s just that many
debate viewers don’t pay much heed 
to those sources. In 2008, after the sec-
ond encounter between Barack Obama
and John McCain, reporters for Nation-
al Public Radio’s Morning Edition inter-
viewed undecided voters. “After watch-
ing these debates, I’ve become more
undecided,” said a woman named Mar-
tinique Chavez. “I think that I need to
wait till another debate and see and
learn more of the facts.” But of course
Ms. Chavez did not have to wait for 
anything to learn more facts. She could
have easily turned to a huge trove of
newspaper and magazine articles, or 
the candidates’ comprehensive web-
sites, for far more detail than she could
ever get in ninety minutes of tv.23

Nor does the fact that the debates
sometimes sway dithering voters justi-
fy the conclusion that these voters are
acting as democratic theory prescribes.
On the contrary, if they’re ignorant
about the candidates going in, they’re
more likely to be seduced by clever 
or disingenuous statements in the de-
bates–or by a winning smile, poised
delivery, or snappy one-liners hatched
weeks earlier. Anyone who paid atten-
tion to the focus groups convened by 
the networks to watch the 2000 debates
between George W. Bush and Al Gore
had to come away at least a bit uneasy
about the public’s capacity for critical
thinking. On cbs, one Sandra Harsh
said she was influenced by what she 
saw. “I was very impressed with Bush’s
speci½cs, his points of–of his program,
what he planned to do,” she said. “I like
–I liked the line about trusting people,
not the federal government. I liked his
format for national health care. I–I
think he showed himself as the superi-
or candidate.”24 Not to be too harsh 

on Sandra, but if viewers who turned 
on the debate that night had never be-
fore heard Bush recite his mantra about
trusting the people, not the government,
or came away thinking that he would im-
plement a national health-care plan, it
should give us pause about the debates’
value in helping undecideds decide.

It’s comforting to think that the de-
bates disclose telling qualities about 
a candidate, whether it be Dukakis’s
sangfroid in 1988, Bush’s indifference 
to people’s struggles when the camera
caught him looking at his watch in 1992,
or Gore’s superciliousness when he 
was roasted for high-decibel sighing in
2000. And surely it’s proper for voters 
to consider the candidates’ personal
qualities, even super½cial ones, along-
side their records and their stands. All
viewers have subjective criteria of what
kind of politicians they like and dislike,
and watching the candidates in a debate
can help us gauge our own comfort lev-
el with them as television presences. 
But whether the speci½c personal traits
on view in the debates should matter to
the same degree that they’re exhibited 
in a single performance or commented
upon by the talking heads is totally spec-
ulative and highly dubious. Ultimately,
the idea that debates give people the in-
formation they need to make a sound
choice–whether about issues or about
personal qualities–has to be seen large-
ly as the expression of a wish. It may be
true sometimes, but we don’t have posi-
tive grounds for believing it to be true,
and we have reason to doubt it as well.

Still, if the debates can’t be said to
serve the autonomous modern citizen,
coolly assessing the candidates on the
issues, they shouldn’t be disdained en-
tirely either. For while the debates have
obvious flaws and could certainly be im-
proved, the ultimate problem isn’t the
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debates themselves; it’s the assumptions
we take to them–speci½cally the idea
that their value resides in the informa-
tion they supply.

The late communications scholar
James Carey once proposed a distinc-
tion between what he called a transmis-
sion view of communication and what
he called a ritual view. The transmis-
sion view is the one with which most 
of us usually operate. It holds that the
purpose of communication–of which
presidential debates are of course one
form–is to impart information. It hard-
ly needs more elaboration than that. The
ritual view, in contrast, is, according to
Carey, “a minor thread in our national
thought.” On this view, he wrote, com-
munication is “directed not toward 
the extension of messages in space but
toward the maintenance of society in
time; not the act of imparting informa-
tion but the representation of shared
beliefs.”25

It may make sense to conceive of the
presidential debates as rituals rather
than as transmitters of information.
They are, after all, rites like holidays 
or parades, which gain meaning from
the way they ½gure in our daily experi-
ences. They may not educate, but they
evoke feelings, bolster sentiments, and
provoke action. Debates bring pleasure
to following campaigns. They bind us
together socially with our compatriots.
They can even trigger political involve-
ment. In this context, Frank Stanton–
and indeed all of us–have had it back-
ward: the debates matter not because
they differ from the rallies and torch-
light parades of bygone times, but be-
cause they resemble them.

Thinking of a debate as a ritual, more
than as a source of information, also
helps explain certain riddles. Why, for
example, have presidential candidates
since 1976 never declined to participate?

One possibility is the fear that the nay-
sayer would be called a coward, and it 
is true that in fall 1992 the elder George
Bush was drawn into televised argu-
ments on the campaign trail with a 
man dressed as a large fowl who taunt-
ed “Chicken George” for shrinking 
from debates with Bill Clinton. But a
candidate ahead in the polls could easi-
ly choose to weather such taunts if the
advantages seemed great enough, or to
demonstrate courage in another way.
The harder obstacle to overcome seems
to be that declining to spar would now
be seen as neglecting a civic duty–like
failing to put your hand on your heart 
at the playing of the national anthem 
or not showing up for the president’s
State of the Union address. Debates
draw strength from their status as im-
portant rituals.

Or consider another riddle: if the 
debates exist to inform the undecided, 
why do so many viewers tune in who
already have their minds made up? 
The transmission model makes these
viewers superfluous. Yet for many 
such people, watching the debates is 
a beloved pastime. Admittedly, I’m
something of a political junkie, but I
often ½nd myself over at a friend’s 
apartment watching the encounters 
with a small group, all of us cheering 
on our candidate. The act of partic-
ipating in such a shared experience
renews our political commitment 
and excitement. And this is an old 
tradition. There were debate-watch-
ing parties in Democratic and Repub-
lican clubs back in September 1960;
Jackie Kennedy hosted one in Hyan-
nisport, where Archibald Cox, Arthur
Schlesinger, and assorted politicians,
family members, and journalists gath-
ered over coffee and pastries to watch
the tanned and polished jfk on a rented
sixteen-inch portable tv set.
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Even for those who are genuinely un-
decided, the debates may perform this
kind of ritual function, too. Starting in
1992, the National Communication As-
sociation and the Commission on Pres-
idential Debates set up a project called
Debate Watch to bring together citizens
in local communities to watch and dis-
cuss the contests. Although the results
are too inconclusive to allow for con½-
dent generalizations, they seem to sug-
gest that joining in these colloquies
spurred people to vote on Election Day.
At the least, they appeared, as one schol-
ar of the project noted, to “engage vot-
ers in the ideas, perspectives, and con-
cerns of others in their communities.”
According to The New York Times, “par-
ticipants lauded the sheer experience 
of post-debate discussion as much as 
the debates, bonding like jurors with
other panel members and compound-
ing their appetite for politics.” Diana
Carlin, a scholar involved with the ef-
fort, declared, “This is creating a sort 
of civic discourse that I don’t think 
takes place in this country”–a claim
that might be hyperbolic but nonethe-
less hints at some ground-level value
derived from the contests.26

Evidence that the debates achieved
this less lofty but more realistic goal
dates back to 1960. “The tv medium 
in the past has been legitimately criti-
cized for injecting too much show busi-
ness into areas where it is not appropri-

ate,” wrote New York Times television
critic Jack Gould after the ½rst Kennedy-
Nixon debate. “But last night the net-
works demonstrated the civic usefulness
of the broadcasting media.” A few days
later he built on his observation. “Over-
night, as it were,” he wrote, “there was
born a new interest in the campaign 
that earlier had been productive only of
coast-to-coast somnolence.” Even Ted-
dy White agreed that the debates man-
aged to “generalize this tribal sense of
participation . . . for the salient fact of 
the great tv debates is not what the 
two candidates said, nor how they be-
haved, but how many of the candidates’
fellow Americans gave up their evening
hours to ponder the choice between the
two.”27

The choreography and sound bites
that constitute the presidential debates
should be recognized as unreliable and
inadequate methods for casual voters 
to get the facts about the nominees. But
the experience of watching debates, per-
haps in groups, or in discussing them
“the next morning,” as Gould wrote, 
“in kitchen, of½ce, supermarket and
commuter train” has value.28 In an age
of desiccated politics, when too many
citizens feel adrift and overburdened 
in trying to judge complex policy issues
for themselves, this experience serves, 
in some quiet way, to thicken our com-
mitments to political life.
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Since its emergence in the nineteenth
century, public health has primarily 
been the charge of nation-states acting
to maintain the health of populations.1
In addition to taking steps to prevent
disease, governments deploy the rheto-
ric of health and “hygiene” to police the
behavior and movements of immigrants
and colonial subjects.2 Yet the mobility
of microbes that circulate “through air
travel, commerce, and the circuits of
capital”3 has given rise to transnational
institutions such as the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and the World Health
Organization, which track disease vul-
nerability worldwide and pursue im-
provement in the health of world pop-
ulations. How is the project of global
health bound up with the uneven ex-
changes of globalization,4 and how 
does it attempt to produce “healthy”
subjectivities across lines of race, gen-
der, class, language, and citizenship? 

Public service campaigns deploy mass
media to frame health as the responsi-
bility of individuals and communities.
From instructing parents to have their
children vaccinated to warning against
the risks of illegal drugs, media cam-
paigns provide states and other agents

with a means to shape citizens’ health
behaviors. This “hypodermic” model 
of education, as media studies scholars
term it, presumes that information can
be “injected” into passive audiences to
produce desired changes in attitude or
behavior.5

Not only the content, but also the nar-
rative and aesthetic features of health
communications mediate and impact
their reception. These features, in fact,
“create a range of publics”6 and resist
association with any idea of a universal
“public” to be educated. Public health
campaigns, therefore, demand interdis-
ciplinary analysis that combines textu-
al interpretation with research that ad-
dresses local and transnational forces
that affect the health of populations. 
We know that discourses about health
shape and direct people’s experiences of
embodiment and subjectivity, their per-
ceptions of risk, and their health behav-
iors; so how do educational campaigns
that intend to transmit health informa-
tion across national boundaries affect
these experiences? What kinds of sub-
jectivity are called forth when health in-
formation travels? 

While epidemiological data con½rm
the quantitative aspects of global dis-
parities in health, mass-mediated health
discourses allow us to study the cultural
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and political dynamics of these dispari-
ties. Two such discourses–Bodies . . . 
the Exhibition, which displays anatomi-
cal specimens produced in China for
consumption in wealthy ½rst-world na-
tions, and a comic book produced by
international health and human rights
agencies to raise hiv/aids awareness
among young people in the developing
world–illustrate the role of global in-
equality in shaping the production and
consumption of health messages. Both
are international public health commu-
nications complicated by the fact that
their materials have originated in loca-
tions far removed from the sites of their
consumption. Bodies . . . the Exhibition
both leverages and conceals the econom-
ic inequalities and health disparities be-
tween its sites of production and con-
sumption; the hiv/aids comic book
campaign attempts to redress global
health disparities, but ultimately avoids
engaging questions of inequality. These
representations of health, bodies, and
human rights circulate between devel-
oped and underdeveloped nations, over-
emphasizing universal human qualities
and neglecting the critical role of eco-
nomic and social vulnerability in distrib-
uting health disparities unevenly around
the globe.

Bodies . . . the Exhibition pro½ts from
global inequalities, which are disguised
through images of anatomical universal-
ism.7 A controversial and well-attended
international exhibition of chemically
preserved, “plastinated” corpses, Bodies
has drawn criticism from human rights
groups as well as experts on health edu-
cation. Setting aside questions about the
exhibit’s self-designation as a resource
for public education, Bodies nonetheless
conveys a tremendous amount of infor-
mation regarding cultural constructions
of health, selfhood, and the body to an

audience that numbers in the millions.
Bodies has been on tour since 2005, and 
is currently on view in nine internation-
al cities, including New York, Madrid,
Vienna, Budapest, Las Vegas, and Co-
penhagen. Addressed to middle- and
upper-class visitors (the price of ad-
mission in New York, for example, is
$27.50), the exhibition’s didactic texts
privilege voluntary health behaviors. A
closer look at the exhibition’s sourcing
of its specimens, however, shows that
this voluntaristic model–which encour-
ages individuals to take responsibility
for their own healthy “lifestyle”–at
once requires and conceals global dis-
parities in environmental toxicity, eco-
nomic resources, and availability of
health care.

Although exhibitions of preserved
bodies have proven tremendously lu-
crative, their curators often appropriate
the rhetoric of “public health” to legit-
imize the private, for-pro½t traf½cking 
of corpses. Bodies couches its display of
preserved corpses in a populist claim:
that specimens should serve not only 
the medical establishment and its edu-
cational apparatus, but also the edi½ca-
tion of the public at large. In the words
of Gunther von Hagens, inventor of the
“plastination” process, the public dis-
play of dissected cadavers attempts to
“democratize anatomy.”8

While the gallery displays of Bodies
borrow from the cool, distancing rep-
resentational techniques of science mu-
seums and anatomy textbooks, their
rhetoric also relies on psychological
processes of identi½cation. “With edu-
cational relevance for all ages,” Bodies
advertises, “this exhibition of real hu-
man specimens immerses visitors in 
the complexities of the human body,
telling us the amazing story of our-
selves with reverence and understand-
ing.”9 Bodies orchestrates the “story 
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of ourselves” through visual and textual
strategies of “immersion” that cue visi-
tors to identify both with idealized bod-
ies and with the social, economic, and
technological forces that underwrite
their display.

At the entrance to Bodies in New York,
an inscription announces, “To see is 
to know.” Yet many of the bodies on 
display seem posed for theatrical effect
rather than anatomical instruction.
While individual galleries include glass
cases ½lled with body parts–a spinal
column, a shoulder joint, a smoker’s
lung–most also include one or two 
elaborately posed bodies designed to
exemplify the beauty and complexity 
of the human form while also illustrat-
ing the interdependence of corporeal
systems. These idealized, partially dis-
sected bodies are posed on pedestals 
as athletes handling footballs and bas-
ketballs to exhibit the movement of
joints and the interdependence of skel-
etal muscles, or as a musical conductor
wielding a baton to illustrate the work-
ings of the nervous system. 

Bodies actively encourages viewers 
to recognize themselves in the plasti-
nated corpses on display, which are 
rendered super½cially universal by the
removal of their skin and the insertion
of arti½cial blue eyeballs. The placards
that accompany individual bodies ask
viewers to try moving their own body
parts to feel the muscles, joints, and 
cartilage they are looking at: “Bend an
ear toward your face and notice how it
instantly regains its shape.” Thus Bodies
is not only an anatomy lesson, it is also 
a lesson in self-recognition in which
viewers learn to grasp, manipulate, and
manage their own bodies. As John Zeller,
the exhibition’s co-curator, puts it when
describing the bodies’ “approachable”
appearance, “You’re seeing this mirror
image of yourself.”10

Compared with the carefully labeled
body fragments displayed under glass,
the freestanding bodies that comprise
the main attraction convey only a mod-
icum of anatomical knowledge, and an
excess of theatrical display. Poised to
pitch a baseball or conduct a symphony,
they are exemplary specimens of athlet-
icism and self-care. Through them, the
exhibition instills a desire to live what
Michel Foucault calls a “medically in-
formed life,” by endorsing normative
health behaviors.11 For example, a Plex-
iglas box located near displays featur-
ing diseased tissues is accompanied 
by a placard suggesting that the viewer
“Leave your cigarettes here and stop
smoking now!” Elsewhere, visitors ob-
serving a body posed as a basketball
player are advised to “do your sit-ups.”
More broadly, the exhibition aims to
shape visitors’ routine conduct: “Mus-
cular weakness is easily reversed by nor-
mal everyday activity. It is never too late
to start that workout.” These rehears-
als of apparently common-sense advice
on physical habits recall Foucault’s com-
ments on the “generalized medical con-
sciousness” that accompanied the emer-
gence of clinical medicine, wherein 
“the consciousness of each individual
must be alerted; every citizen must be
informed of what medical knowledge 
is necessary and possible.”12

In addition to asking viewers to identi-
fy physically with the plastinated speci-
mens on display, Bodies also moves view-
ers to af½rm a health care system based
on notions of “freedom” and formal
equality in which the individual, not 
the state, is charged with the responsi-
bility of maintaining life and health.
This model of health care, which as-
sumes the individual exercise of volun-
tary activities and rational decision-
making, has been tied to a clinical per-
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spective that tends to “blame the victim”
while disregarding structural contribu-
tors to health. As anthropologists Paul
Farmer and Arthur Kleinman put it:

The concept of autonomous individuals
who are solely responsible for their fate,
including their illnesses, is a powerful 
cultural premise in North American so-
ciety. . . . Individual effects of powerful
social forces beyond personal control 
are discounted.13

This premise of individual responsi-
bility masks numerous inequalities that
render Bodies’ specimens available in 
the ½rst place. While Bodies claims to up-
hold a commitment to public health, 
the exhibit carefully obscures connec-
tions between subject and society. The
dissections in Bodies maximize exposure
of physiological content, label constitu-
ent parts selectively, and are stripped of
demographic and individual identi½ers.
Exhibit spokespeople claim that the 
full-body specimens originate as “un-
claimed” cadavers that have become 
the property of the Chinese state. Citing
legal protections of con½dentiality, the
organizers of Bodies have refused to re-
lease information pertaining to individ-
ual specimens, and the exhibition’s di-
dactic materials indicate the circum-
stances of death only “where appropri-
ate.”14 Though a concern for the “digni-
ty” of the bodies is cited as justi½cation
for these measures, the removal of phys-
ical and legal identi½ers symbolizes–
and facilitates–the removal of citizen-
ship from the cadavers: their eviction
not only from particular demographic
groups, but also from the category of
persons with enforceable rights.

The designations “body,” “specimen,”
and “exhibit” prioritize the status of the
cadavers as bearers of biological content,
eliding the social and cultural contexts
from which these individuals have been

abstracted. If these subjects are “hu-
man,” however, the exhibitors of Bodies
must demonstrate that they consented
to this posthumous use of their bodies.
Paradoxically, by refusing to disclose the
names and life circumstances of these
subjects, and by ensuring that they can-
not be physically identi½ed, the exhib-
itors of Bodies assert that their probable
violations of the subjects’ rights to in-
formed consent cannot be ascertained
without violating those subjects’ rights
to privacy. Stripping away both the skin
and the personal histories of its speci-
mens, Bodies produces a category of
anonymous beings who are bearers 
and exemplars of humanistic qualities
and values, but disarticulated from his-
tory and agency and rendered beyond
the reach of “human rights.” Here it is
worth recalling Hannah Arendt’s con-
tention that the “universal” condition 
of humanity, recognized as suf½cient 
for the protection of “human dignity” 
or “human rights” by liberal humanist
political discourse, proves insuf½cient 
to establish the physical and political
security of stateless subjects. In the case
of Bodies, legal guarantees of (certain)
individual rights actually enable abuses
by denying access to documentation.15

The most signi½cant factor contribut-
ing to both a flexible labor reserve and a
continuous supply of anonymous bod-
ies in China is a massive population of
dislocated “floating people” who have
moved to urban centers in search of em-
ployment. “[Since] the state sanctioned
the entry of peasants into the newly
marketizing cities after 1983,” political
scientist Dorothy Solinger writes, a
floating population numbering between
forty and one hundred million has resid-
ed and worked in China’s cities.16 The
dif½culty of identifying and counting
these people attests to their vulnerable
status as itinerants who “reside in a
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realm of uncertain legality.”17 Now com-
prising up to a third of China’s urban
population, floating people, according to
political scientist Michael Dutton, are:

[T]he Chinese subaltern. They are the
floating outcasts of a society that is or-
ganized to ensure that everyone has a
place. . . . Economic reform has left . . . 
internal migrants, the poor, the desti-
tute, the criminal, and the undesirable
–more vulnerable than at any time 
since the 1949 revolution.18

Dutton contends that floating people
represent a form of marginalization and
vulnerability that has been overlooked
by Western discourses of human rights,
which tend to focus on overtly political
dissidents. Similarly, much of the outcry
against Bodies has been generated by al-
legations of the use of executed prison-
ers in such exhibitions and the lack of
government oversight in Chinese “body
factories.”19 Focusing on the floating
population, by contrast, draws attention
to larger demographic issues that predis-
pose some subjects to early and anony-
mous death.

Studies of the health of Chinese urban
migrants show that the floating popula-
tion is at disproportionately high risk for
infectious disease, employment-related
injury and illness, and premature death.
Predominantly male, young to middle-
aged, and often far removed from their
families, floating people may constitute
a major source of unclaimed urban
corpses. These factors are compounded
by poor housing and sanitation, social
stigmatization,20 and the relative inac-
cessibility of health care for floating
people. Most importantly, as anthropol-
ogist Judith Farquhar and professor of
Chinese medicine Quichang Zhang have
shown, the desocialization of China’s
health care system initiated in the 1980s
has introduced a rapid shift toward a

“fee-for-services” model that leaves
many citizens unable to afford medical
care.21 The dead may be “unclaimed”
due to lack of nearby relatives or the dif-
½culty of identifying rural kin, but other
factors, such as the rising costs of burial
and cremation, probably play a role as
well. The predicament of the floating
population shows how inequalities–
between capitalist and post-communist
countries, country and city, resident 
and migrant, permanent worker and
undocumented laborer–contribute to
the availability of unburied dead in 
Chinese cities.

While Bodies’ privatized displays make
spurious claims to public health educa-
tion, our next example is a formal global
health campaign intended to redress the
effects of health vulnerability and hu-
man rights abuses in underdeveloped
nations. Unlike Bodies, it does address
directly the relation between health 
and human rights; however, like Bodies,
it remains constrained by ideals of uni-
versalism and individual responsibility
that implicitly gloss over political and
economic inequalities, speci½cally in
terms of the global epidemiology of hiv.

Whereas the pedagogical ef½cacy of
body exhibits has been questioned, in-
formal illustrated texts often convey
information more readily than doctors,
medical journals, or public health agen-
cies themselves. Although the entertain-
ment industry has generally shied away
from depictions of aids and has avoided
including hiv-positive characters in sto-
rylines,22

aids awareness campaigns
have often appropriated the comic book
format to disseminate their message.
Building on a long-established genre of
cartoons designed to spread health in-
formation,23 the World Health Organi-
zation (who) and the United Nations
recently launched a series of comic
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books including The Right to Health
(2002), hiv/aids: Stand Up For Human
Rights (2003), and hiv and aids: Human
Rights for Everyone (2006). Translated into
several languages and distributed among
“poor, vulnerable and marginalized 
population groups” in the global south,
these materials aim to spread awareness
of the universal right to health and dig-
nity.24 Yet they do so by calling on read-
ers to “stand up” to their own communi-
ties and national governments and make
claims for rights that may be supported
neither by material circumstances nor
positive legal entitlements. hiv/aids:
Stand Up For Human Rights presents a par-
ticularly clear example of both the im-
portance and the dif½culty of developing
a rights-based approach to global health.

In 2003, the who, the Joint United
Nations Programme on hiv/aids

(unaids), and the Of½ce of the Unit-
ed Nations High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights (ohchr) developed hiv/
aids as a twenty-page comic book and
launched a campaign to circulate it to 
a growing list of countries, including
Botswana, Ghana, Mozambique, South
Africa, Thailand, Uganda, and Zambia.
With the support of the Fédération In-
ternationale de Football Association
(fifa), whose head stated that the 
“universal nature of football” made it 
an ideal medium for messages about
health and human rights, the comic
book was distributed to youth via na-
tional football associations in some
African countries.25

The comic’s action takes place “one
day at the football ½eld,” in a geograph-
ically unspeci½ed location and among 
a multiracial group of youths who col-
lectively stand in for the global village.
The football game is postponed when a
young black man named Freddy refuses
to play because he has to stay home and
help his sick mother. As the other foot-

ball players discuss whether Freddy’s
mother “should be told to leave the vil-
lage” because she is hiv positive, a
young white man interrupts with a mon-
ologue about aids transmission, risks,
and the duty to “protect ourselves and
help our friends who have hiv instead 
of leaving them sad and lonely.”26 He
then leads the group of friends to Fred-
dy’s home, where Freddy’s mother in-
forms them tearfully that the doctor at
the village health center refused to help
her. Fortunately, one of the other foot-
ball players, a South Asian woman
named Alisha, is the daughter of the su-
pervisor at the health center. She speaks
with her father that evening, and the
next day he orders the doctor to “treat a
person with hiv/aids with respect and
dignity like everybody else.”27 Freddy’s
mother is admitted to the hospital, and
the group of friends discusses other ways
to defend human rights by ½ghting dis-
crimination based on gender, class, and
race. As the youths and their neighbors
assemble to make posters about the uni-
versality of human rights, the white man
who ½rst stood up for Freddy’s mother
explains why he knows so much about
hiv: “because actually I am hiv positive
as well.”28 The ½nal pages of the comic
are left blank so that readers can design
their own posters and write down ideas
for combating discrimination.

By populating its global village with
subjects whose differences are racial,
ethnic, and cultural, but not economic,
political, or behavioral, hiv/aids en-
ables almost any reader to identify 
with a character who looks “familiar.”29

Whereas Bodies produces a negative ver-
sion of universalism by encouraging its
predominantly white, privileged viewers
to identify with a stripped-down and ap-
parently raceless body, hiv/aids en-
courages readers in the global south 
to identify with one of the diverse char-
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acters who physically resembles them.
This enables the comic to be exported
without rescripting to address factors
that shape the local epidemiology of
aids: the distribution of wealth and
poverty; constructions of gender and
sexuality; access to hiv prevention 
and treatment programs. hiv/aids

has been translated into French, Por-
tuguese, Spanish, and Thai, but its illus-
trations and storyline have undergone
no revisions for distribution to individ-
ual nations, and no data have been col-
lected regarding the comic’s impact on
its readers.30

While at the level of language the text
connotes universal ideals of multicultur-
alism and equality, its illustrations and
characterizations reinforce particulari-
ty and social strati½cation, recruiting ra-
cial and gender stereotypes to drive the
plot and command the identi½cation of
readers. Readers are allowed to identify
with the person who physically resem-
bles them, yet simultaneously they are
encouraged to identify with the person
who speaks for them: the white male
character, who dominates the cartoon’s
dialogue. The young, well-informed
white man intervenes at a key moment
to instruct his friends in both scienti½c
and humanitarian aspects of the hiv

epidemic, convincing them not only to 
tolerate Freddy but to visit his mother’s
home and think of ways to help. Al-
though he turns out to be hiv positive
himself, this character is positioned as
an “outside expert” who does not share
in the material hardships that render
Freddy and his mother vulnerable to a
range of health risks. The comic repre-
sents the white character as an exem-
plar of the universal: unlike Alisha or
Freddy, he has no name, and is never
shown with his family or with markers
of obvious ethnic or national belonging.

(His appearance and clothing, in fact,
are reminiscent of the Belgian cartoon
character Tintin, whose international
adventures have been critiqued as a cele-
bration of colonialism.) While his atten-
tive friends sometimes appear baffled 
by his discourse, he speaks the language
of human rights as if it were intuitive.

His rhetoric, however, reinscribes 
the very differences of race, class, gen-
der, and geographical location that the
comic’s setting suspends. His warnings
against needle sharing and unsafe sex 
are accompanied by panels depicting
stigmatized scenarios of deviant, risky
behavior (see inside back cover). Unsafe
sex, for example, is illustrated by silhou-
etted ½gures performing a sex act in an
orientalized setting, possibly a brothel.
By contrast, an example of safer sex is
provided by a white couple civilly nego-
tiating condom use in a cozy bedroom.31

While the comic’s emphasis on “human
rights” is grounded in the universalizing
metaphor of a level playing ½eld for the
multicultural football players, these pan-
els reinscribe the geographically and de-
mographically uneven distribution of
poverty, drug abuse, sex work, condom
availability, and gender equality that un-
derlie differential vulnerability to hiv/
aids.

The plot of hiv/aids deemphasizes
these differences, modeling human
rights interventions in terms of individ-
ual and interpersonal actions. Interper-
sonal sympathy crosses the boundaries
of race and hiv status, undoing the so-
cial stigmatization of people living with
hiv. First, the white football player in-
tervenes by educating his playmates
about hiv transmission and persuading
them to sympathize with Freddy and his
mother. Next, Alisha’s sympathy moves
her to speak with her father, who directs
the hospital staff to provide Freddy’s
mother with care. Finally, in a scene 
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that resembles a political demonstra-
tion, the football players gather near 
the hospital and make signs with slo-
gans like “Stand up for human rights”
and “Do not discriminate.” In all of
these instances, sympathy for people 
living with hiv stands in for concrete
political and material changes. It is thus
not surprising that Freddy and his moth-
er are absent from the demonstration,
and instead are seen making their way
back into the clinic, while one of Fred-
dy’s friends calls out “Well done Alisha
for talking to your father!” By contrast
with the hiv-positive white protago-
nist, the black woman’s case for human
rights does not appear self-evident, nor
does the comic depict her as capable of
standing up for herself. hiv/aids mar-
shals a politics of sympathy, not a poli-
tics of self-advocacy or an ethic of self-
care. The interventions it depicts are 
voluntary, exceptional acts that normal-
ize the absence or selective removal of
material entitlements. Freddy’s mother
ultimately receives care not on account
of her independence or her claims upon
the health care system, but owing to the
sympathy of others. 

These individual interventions in the
name of human rights stand in for politi-
cal action and substantive changes that
might secure material entitlements to
health care. The protagonists ultimately
translate their concern for Freddy and
his mother into a public demonstration
of concern, but their appearance in the
street with handmade signs is not a tool
of political pressure. Instead, they work
to transmit a human rights message to
fellow citizens, some of whom join 
them and contribute statements about
the rights of women and the poor. While
hiv/aids presents the process of learn-
ing about human rights as contempora-
neous with simulated social justice activ-
ities, the right that is enacted most ro-

bustly is the community’s right to frame
concerns in terms of human rights lan-
guage, not its right to the economic or
material inputs to health. Thus, one de-
sired outcome of the comic, as evi-
denced by the pages left blank for read-
ers to “Draw your own poster for a cam-
paign on hiv/aids discrimination,” is
to self-replicate by generating more me-
dia about the universality of human
rights.32

The interpretation of human rights as
comprising political entitlements rather
than economic and material needs has,
as Farmer argues, traditionally informed
the mandate of agencies working to re-
lieve poverty and social affliction.33

Drawing on his experience as a health
worker in Haiti and other resource-poor,
justice-starved countries, Farmer notes
the frequent mismatch between the pri-
orities of aid agencies and their client
populations:

Although those we served ardently desired
civil and political rights, they spoke more
often of what are termed “social and eco-
nomic rights.” These rights include the
right not to starve to death or die in child-
birth; the right to treatment, even for . . .
dif½cult-to-treat afflictions such as aids;
the right to primary schooling and the
right to clean water.34

In hiv/aids, we are not shown whether
Freddy’s mother is in need of food, em-
ployment, health insurance, or a clinic
equipped with suf½cient medication,
electricity, and latex gloves: the discus-
sion of her “rights” does not bring these
questions into focus. Instead, the comic
implicitly depicts the hospital as fully
equipped, but staffed with prejudiced
doctors.

In an essay on the discrepant priorities
of human rights organizations and Af-
rican citizens, the human rights lawyer
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Chidi Anselm Odinkalu notes the need
for a movement that “evoke[s] respons-
es from the political process.”35 Since
the traditional mandate of ½rst-world
relief agencies has eschewed political
and economic solutions in preference 
to narrowly conceived legal agendas, 
he argues, “real-life struggles for social
justice are waged despite human rights
groups . . . by people who feel that their
realities and aspirations are not ade-
quately captured by human rights or-
ganizations and their language.”36 By
framing human rights primarily in 
terms of individual altruistic actions 
and calls for state governments to re-
spect human rights, hiv/aids deem-
phasizes transnational factors, such 
as the legacy of racialized colonialism,
the impact of structural adjustment pro-
grams, and legal protections for phar-
maceuticals as “intellectual property,”37

which have contributed profoundly to
the globally uneven distribution of dis-
ease and premature death.

In a press release announcing the
launch of hiv/aids, Dr. Jim Kim, for-
mer director of the who’s hiv/aids

department, stressed the importance of
a rights-based approach to public health:

[N]ot only ensuring access to treatment 
as part of the realization of the right to
health, but equally addressing hiv-relat-
ed stigma and discrimination, paying par-
ticular attention to vulnerable population
groups, incorporating a gender perspec-
tive, and making sure that other related
human rights aspects, such as the right 
to information and the right to partici-
pation, are integral components in our
response to the epidemic. 

Although hiv/aids directly addresses
the issues of stigma and discrimination,
it does so by naturalizing two social
groups: one of informed, empowered
activists like Alisha and the white pro-

tagonist; and one of “vulnerable,” mini-
mally characterized victims. Characters
like Freddy and his mother receive ac-
cess to treatment and the right to partic-
ipate only by proxy, through the excep-
tional individual interventions of more
socially and economically privileged
subjects. The comic’s shortcomings il-
lustrate the dif½culties of representing
and realizing the substantive entitle-
ments that Kim endorses. 

With its cosmopolitan ½rst-world au-
dience, its commercial motivations, and
its connection to human rights abuses
among vulnerable populations, Bodies
puts forward a deeply problematic
health message. By encouraging audi-
ences to identify with its anonymized,
“universal” human specimens, the ex-
hibit conceals and compounds the so-
cial strati½cation that contributes to ill
health worldwide. Where Bodies turns
global political and economic disparities
to its advantage, hiv/aids represents
an attempt to articulate the connections
between human rights and health. In-
tended as a readily translated document
accessible to diverse audiences, the text
presents of½cial, authoritative knowl-
edge on hiv, human rights, and risk be-
haviors. However, the comic’s universal-
ist commitments neglect the material
needs and social stigmas tied to local
contexts. More critically, hiv/aids fails
to provide insight into the large-scale
factors that contribute to ill health, and
inadvertently reinscribes racial hierar-
chies by scripting an omniscient white
male character who takes charge of a na-
ive, tractable “global village.” As both
examples illustrate, public health repre-
sentations that fail to contextualize their
interventions within inequities of power
and access to resources fail to address
the roots of long-standing global health
disparities.
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It is often said that being an American
means sharing a commitment to a set 
of values and ideals.1 Writing about the
relationship of ethnicity and American
identity, the historian Philip Gleason put
it this way: 

To be or to become an American, a person
did not have to be any particular national,
linguistic, religious, or ethnic background.
All he had to do was to commit himself to
the political ideology centered on the ab-
stract ideals of liberty, equality, and repub-
licanism. Thus the universalist ideological
character of American nationality meant
that it was open to anyone who willed to
become an American.2

To take the motto of the Great Seal 
of the United States, E pluribus unum–
“From many, one”–in this context sug-
gests not that manyness should be melt-
ed down into one, as in Israel Zangwill’s
image of the melting pot, but that, as 
the Great Seal’s sheaf of arrows suggests,
there should be a coexistence of many-
in-one under a uni½ed citizenship based
on shared ideals.

Of course, the story is not so simple, as
Gleason himself went on to note. Amer-
ica’s history of racial and ethnic exclu-

sions has undercut the universalist
stance; for being an American has also
meant sharing a national culture, one
largely de½ned in racial, ethnic, and 
religious terms. And while solidarity 
can be understood as “an experience 
of willed af½liation,” some forms of
American solidarity have been less in-
clusive than others, demanding much
more than simply the desire to af½liate.3
In this essay, I explore different ideals 
of civic solidarity with an eye toward
what they imply for newcomers who
wish to become American citizens.

Why does civic solidarity matter?
First, it is integral to the pursuit of 
distributive justice. The institutions 
of the welfare state serve as redistrib-
utive mechanisms that can offset the
inequalities of life chances that a capi-
talist economy creates, and they raise 
the position of the worst-off members 
of society to a level where they are able
to participate as equal citizens. While
self-interest alone may motivate people
to support social insurance schemes that
protect them against unpredictable cir-
cumstances, solidarity is understood to
be required to support redistribution
from the rich to aid the poor, including
housing subsidies, income supplements, 
and long-term unemployment bene½ts.4
The underlying idea is that people are
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more likely to support redistributive
schemes when they trust one another,
and they are more likely to trust one
another when they regard others as like
themselves in some meaningful sense.

Second, genuine democracy demands
solidarity. If democratic activity in-
volves not just voting, but also deliber-
ation, then people must make an effort
to listen to and understand one another.
Moreover, they must be willing to mod-
erate their claims in the hope of ½nding
common ground on which to base politi-
cal decisions. Such democratic activity
cannot be realized by individuals pursu-
ing their own interests; it requires some
concern for the common good. A sense
of solidarity can help foster mutual sym-
pathy and respect, which in turn support
citizens’ orientation toward the com-
mon good.

Third, civic solidarity offers more in-
clusive alternatives to chauvinist models
that often prevail in political life around
the world. For example, the alternative
to the Nehru-Gandhi secular de½nition
of Indian national identity is the Hindu
chauvinism of the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty, not a cosmopolitan model of belong-
ing. “And what in the end can defeat 
this chauvinism,” asks Charles Taylor,
“but some reinvention of India as a secu-
lar republic with which people can iden-
tify?”5 It is not enough to articulate ac-
counts of solidarity and belonging only
at the subnational or transnational levels
while ignoring senses of belonging to the
political community. One might believe
that people have a deep need for belong-
ing in communities, perhaps grounded
in even deeper human needs for recog-
nition and freedom, but even those skep-
tical of such claims might recognize the
importance of articulating more inclu-
sive models of political community as 
an alternative to the racial, ethnic, or re-
ligious narratives that have permeated

political life.6 The challenge, then, is to
develop a model of civic solidarity that is
“thick” enough to motivate support for
justice and democracy while also “thin”
enough to accommodate racial, ethnic,
and religious diversity.

We might look ½rst to Habermas’s
idea of constitutional patriotism (Ver-
fassungspatriotismus). The idea emerged
from a particular national history, to de-
note attachment to the liberal democrat-
ic institutions of the postwar Federal Re-
public of Germany, but Habermas and
others have taken it to be a generalizable
vision for liberal democratic societies, 
as well as for supranational communi-
ties such as the European Union. On 
this view, what binds citizens together 
is their common allegiance to the ideals
embodied in a shared political culture.
The only “common denominator for a
constitutional patriotism” is that “every
citizen be socialized into a common po-
litical culture.”7

Habermas points to the United States
as a leading example of a multicultural
society where constitutional principles
have taken root in a political culture
without depending on “all citizens’ shar-
ing the same language or the same eth-
nic and cultural origins.”8 The basis of
American solidarity is not any particular
racial or ethnic identity or religious be-
liefs, but universal moral ideals embod-
ied in American political culture and set
forth in such seminal texts as the Decla-
ration of Independence, the U.S. Con-
stitution and Bill of Rights, Abraham
Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, and Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream”
speech. Based on a minimal commonal-
ity of shared ideals, constitutional patri-
otism is attractive for the agnosticism
toward particular moral and religious
outlooks and ethnocultural identities 
to which it aspires.



What does constitutional patriotism
suggest for the sort of reception immi-
grants should receive? There has been 
a general shift in Western Europe and
North America in the standards govern-
ing access to citizenship from cultural
markers to values, and this is a develop-
ment that constitutional patriots would
applaud. In the United States those seek-
ing to become citizens must demon-
strate basic knowledge of U.S. govern-
ment and history. A newly revised U.S.
citizenship test was instituted in Octo-
ber 2008 with the hope that it will serve,
in the words of the chief of the Of½ce 
of Citizenship, Alfonso Aguilar, as “an
instrument to promote civic learning
and patriotism.”9 The revised test at-
tempts to move away from civics trivia
to emphasize political ideas and con-
cepts. (There is still a fair amount of 
trivia: “How many amendments does
the Constitution have?” “What is the
capital of your state?”) The new test
asks more open-ended questions about
government powers and political con-
cepts: “What does the judicial branch
do?” “What stops one branch of gov-
ernment from becoming too power-
ful?” “What is freedom of religion?”
“What is the ‘rule of law’?”10

Constitutional patriots would endorse
this focus on values and principles. In
Habermas’s view, legal principles are an-
chored in the “political culture,” which
he suggests is separable from “ethical-
cultural” forms of life. Acknowledging
that in many countries the “ethical-cul-
tural” form of life of the majority is
“fused” with the “political culture,” he
argues that the “level of the shared po-
litical culture must be uncoupled from
the level of subcultures and their pre-
political identities.”11 All that should 
be expected of immigrants is that they
embrace the constitutional principles 
as interpreted by the political culture,

not that they necessarily embrace the
majority’s ethical-cultural forms.

Yet language is a key aspect of “ethi-
cal-cultural” forms of life, shaping peo-
ple’s worldviews and experiences. It is
through language that individuals be-
come who they are. Since a political
community must conduct its affairs in 
at least one language, the ethical-cultur-
al and political cannot be completely
“uncoupled.” As theorists of multicul-
turalism have stressed, complete sepa-
ration of state and particularistic iden-
tities is impossible; government deci-
sions about the language of public insti-
tutions, public holidays, and state sym-
bols unavoidably involve recognizing
and supporting particular ethnic and re-
ligious groups over others.12 In the Unit-
ed States, English language ability has
been a statutory quali½cation for natu-
ralization since 1906, originally as a re-
quirement of oral ability and later as a
requirement of English literacy. Indeed,
support for the principles of the Consti-
tution has been interpreted as requiring
English literacy.13 The language require-
ment might be justi½ed as a practical
matter (we need some language to be 
the common language of schools, gov-
ernment, and the workplace, so why not
the language of the majority?), but for 
a great many citizens, the language re-
quirement is also viewed as a key marker
of national identity. The continuing cen-
trality of language in naturalization pol-
icy prevents us from saying that what it
means to be an American is purely a
matter of shared values.

Another misconception about consti-
tutional patriotism is that it is necessar-
ily more inclusive of newcomers than
cultural nationalist models of solidar-
ity. Its inclusiveness depends on which
principles are held up as the polity’s
shared principles, and its normative 
substance depends on and must be eval-
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uated in light of a background theory of
justice, freedom, or democracy; it does
not by itself provide such a theory. Con-
sider ideological requirements for natu-
ralization in U.S. history. The ½rst natu-
ralization law of 1790 required nothing
more than an oath to support the U.S.
Constitution. The second naturaliza-
tion act added two ideological elements:
the renunciation of titles or orders of
nobility and the requirement that one 
be found to have “behaved as a man . . .
attached to the principles of the consti-
tution of the United States.”14 This at-
tachment requirement was revised in
1940 from a behavioral quali½cation to a
personal attribute, but this did not help
clarify what attachment to constitution-
al principles requires.15 Not surprisingly,
the “attachment to constitutional princi-
ples” requirement has been interpreted
as requiring a belief in representative
government, federalism, separation of
powers, and constitutionally guaranteed
individual rights. It has also been inter-
preted as disqualifying anarchists, polyg-
amists, and conscientious objectors for
citizenship. In 1950, support for commu-
nism was added to the list of grounds 
for disquali½cation from naturalization
–as well as grounds for exclusion and
deportation.16 The 1990 Immigration
Act retained the McCarthy-era ideologi-
cal quali½cations for naturalization; cur-
rent law disquali½es those who advocate
or af½liate with an organization that ad-
vocates communism or opposition to 
all organized government.17 Patriotism,
like nationalism, is capable of excess and
pathology, as evidenced by loyalty oaths
and campaigns against “un-American”
activities. 

In contrast to constitutional patriots,
liberal nationalists acknowledge that
states cannot be culturally neutral even
if they tried. States cannot avoid coerc-

ing citizens into preserving a national
culture of some kind because state insti-
tutions and laws de½ne a political cul-
ture, which in turn shapes the range of
customs and practices of daily life that
constitute a national culture. David Mil-
ler, a leading theorist of liberal national-
ism, de½nes national identity according
to the following elements: a shared be-
lief among a group of individuals that
they belong together, historical continu-
ity stretching across generations, con-
nection to a particular territory, and a
shared set of characteristics constitut-
ing a national culture.18 It is not enough
to share a common identity rooted in a
shared history or a shared territory; 
a shared national culture is a necessary
feature of national identity. I share a na-
tional culture with someone, even if we
never meet, if each of us has been initiat-
ed into the traditions and customs of a
national culture.

What sort of content makes up a na-
tional culture? Miller says more about
what a national culture does not entail.
It need not be based on biological de-
scent. Even if nationalist doctrines have
historically been based on notions of
biological descent and race, Miller em-
phasizes that sharing a national culture
is, in principle, compatible with people
belonging to a diversity of racial and eth-
nic groups. In addition, every member
need not have been born in the home-
land. Thus, “immigration need not pose
problems, provided only that the immi-
grants come to share a common national
identity, to which they may contribute
their own distinctive ingredients.”19

Liberal nationalists focus on the idea
of culture, as opposed to ethnicity or de-
scent, in order to reconcile nationalism
with liberalism. Thicker than constitu-
tional patriotism, liberal nationalism,
Miller maintains, is thinner than ethnic
models of belonging. Both nationality
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and ethnicity have cultural components,
but what is said to distinguish “civic”
nations from “ethnic” nations is that 
the latter are exclusionary and closed 
on grounds of biological descent; the
former are, in principle, open to anyone
willing to adopt the national culture.20

Yet the civic-ethnic distinction is not
so clear-cut in practice. Every nation has
an “ethnic core.” As Anthony Smith ob-
serves:

[M]odern “civic” nations have not in
practice really transcended ethnicity 
or ethnic sentiments. This is a Western
mirage, reality-as-wish; closer exami-
nation always reveals the ethnic core of
civic nations, in practice, even in immi-
grant societies with their early pioneer-
ing and dominant (English and Spanish)
culture in America, Australia, or Argen-
tina, a culture that provided the myths
and language of the would-be nation.21

This blurring of the civic-ethnic distinc-
tion is reflected throughout U.S. history
with the national culture often de½ned
in ethnic, racial, and religious terms.22

Why, then, if all national cultures have
ethnic cores, should those outside this
core embrace the national culture? Mil-
ler acknowledges that national cultures
have typically been formed around the
ethnic group that is dominant in a par-
ticular territory and therefore bear “the
hallmarks of that group: language, reli-
gion, cultural identity.” Muslim identity
in contemporary Britain becomes polit-
icized when British national identity is
conceived as containing “an Anglo-Sax-
on bias which discriminates against
Muslims (and other ethnic minorities).”
But he maintains that his idea of nation-
ality can be made “democratic in so far
as it insists that everyone should take
part in this debate [about what consti-
tutes the national identity] on an equal
footing, and sees the formal arenas of

politics as the main (though not the
only) place where the debate occurs.”23

The major dif½culty here is that na-
tional cultures are not typically the prod-
uct of collective deliberation in which 
all have the opportunity to participate.
The challenge is to ensure that histori-
cally marginalized groups, as well as new
groups of immigrants, have genuine op-
portunities to contribute “on an equal
footing” to shaping the national culture.
Without such opportunities, liberal na-
tionalism collapses into conservative na-
tionalism of the kind defended by Sam-
uel Huntington. He calls for immigrants
to assimilate into America’s “Anglo-
Protestant culture.” Like Miller, Hunt-
ington views ideology as “a weak glue 
to hold together people otherwise lack-
ing in racial, ethnic, or cultural sources
of community,” and he rejects race and
ethnicity as constituent elements of na-
tional identity.24 Instead, he calls on
Americans of all races and ethnicities 
to “reinvigorate their core culture.” Yet
his “cultural” vision of America is per-
vaded by ethnic and religious elements:
it is not only of a country “committed 
to the principles of the Creed,” but also
of “a deeply religious and primarily
Christian country, encompassing sever-
al religious minorities, adhering to An-
glo-Protestant values, speaking English,
maintaining its European cultural her-
itage.”25 That the cultural core of the
United States is the culture of its histor-
ically dominant groups is a point that
Huntington unabashedly accepts.

Cultural nationalist visions of solidar-
ity would lend support to immigration
and immigrant policies that give weight
to linguistic and ethnic preferences and
impose special requirements on individ-
uals from groups deemed to be outside
the nation’s “core culture.” One exam-
ple is the practice in postwar Germany
of giving priority in immigration and
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naturalization policy to ethnic Germans;
they were the only foreign nationals who
were accepted as permanent residents
set on the path toward citizenship. They
were treated not as immigrants but “re-
settlers” (Aussiedler) who acted on their
constitutional right to return to their
country of origin. In contrast, non-eth-
nically German guestworkers (Gastar-
beiter) were designated as “aliens” (Aus-
lander) under the 1965 German Alien
Law and excluded from German citizen-
ship.26 Another example is the Japanese
naturalization policy that, until the late
1980s, required naturalized citizens to
adopt a Japanese family name. The lan-
guage requirement in contemporary nat-
uralization policies in the West is the
leading remaining example of a cultural
nationalist integration policy; it reflects
not only a concern with the economic
and political integration of immigrants
but also a nationalist concern with pre-
serving a distinctive national culture.

Constitutional patriotism and liberal
nationalism are accounts of civic sol-
idarity that deal with what one might
call ½rst-level diversity. Individuals have
different group identities and hold diver-
gent moral and religious outlooks, yet
they are expected to share the same idea
of what it means to be American: either
patriots committed to the same set of
ideals or co-nationals sharing the rele-
vant cultural attributes. Charles Taylor
suggests an alternative approach, the
idea of “deep diversity.” Rather than try-
ing to ½x some minimal content as the
basis of solidarity, Taylor acknowledges
not only the fact of a diversity of group
identities and outlooks (½rst-level diver-
sity), but also the fact of a diversity of
ways of belonging to the political com-
munity (second-level or deep diversity).

Taylor introduces the idea of deep di-
versity in the context of discussing what
it means to be Canadian:

Someone of, say, Italian extraction in To-
ronto or Ukrainian extraction in Edmon-
ton might indeed feel Canadian as a bear-
er of individual rights in a multicultural
mosaic. . . . But this person might never-
theless accept that a Québécois or a Cree
or a Déné might belong in a very different
way, that these persons were Canadian
through being members of their national
communities. Reciprocally, the Québé-
cois, Cree, or Déné would accept the per-
fect legitimacy of the “mosaic” identity.

Civic solidarity or political identity is
not “de½ned according to a concrete
content,” but, rather, “by the fact that
everybody is attached to that identity 
in his or her own fashion, that every-
body wants to continue that history 
and proposes to make that community
progress.”27 What leads people to sup-
port second-level diversity is both the
desire to be a member of the political
community and the recognition of dis-
agreement about what it means to be a
member. In our world, membership in 
a political community provides goods
we cannot do without; this, above all,
may be the source of our desire for po-
litical community.

Even though Taylor contrasts Cana-
da with the United States, accepting 
the myth of America as a nation of im-
migrants, the United States also has a
need for acknowledgment of diverse
modes of belonging based on the dis-
tinctive histories of different groups.
Native Americans, African Americans,
Irish Americans, Vietnamese Ameri-
cans, and Mexican Americans: across
these communities of people, we can
½nd not only distinctive group identi-
ties, but also distinctive ways of belong-
ing to the political community.



Deep diversity is not a recapitulation
of the idea of cultural pluralism ½rst de-
veloped in the United States by Horace
Kallen, who argued for assimilation “in
matters economic and political” and
preservation of differences “in cultural
consciousness.”28 In Kallen’s view, hy-
phenated Americans lived their spiritu-
al lives in private, on the left side of the
hyphen, while being culturally anony-
mous on the right side of the hyphen.
The ethnic-political distinction maps
onto a private-public dichotomy; the
two spheres are to be kept separate, 
such that Irish Americans, for example,
are culturally Irish and politically Amer-
ican. In contrast, the idea of deep diver-
sity recognizes that Irish Americans are
culturally Irish American and politically
Irish American. As Michael Walzer put 
it in his discussion of American identity
almost twenty years ago, the culture of
hyphenated Americans has been shaped
by American culture, and their politics 
is signi½cantly ethnic in style and sub-
stance.29 The idea of deep or second-
level diversity is not just about immi-
grant ethnics, which is the focus of both
Kallen’s and Walzer’s analyses, but also
racial minorities, who, based on their
distinctive experiences of exclusion and
struggles toward inclusion, have distinc-
tive ways of belonging to America.

While attractive for its inclusiveness,
the deep diversity model may be too thin
a basis for civic solidarity in a democrat-
ic society. Can there be civic solidarity
without citizens already sharing a set of
values or a culture in the ½rst place? In
writing elsewhere about how different
groups within democracy might “share
identity space,” Taylor himself suggests
that the “basic principles of republican
constitutions–democracy itself and hu-
man rights, among them” constitute a
“non-negotiable” minimum. Yet, what
distinguishes Taylor’s deep diversity

model of solidarity from Habermas’s
constitutional patriotism is the recog-
nition that “historic identities cannot 
be just abstracted from.” The minimal
commonality of shared principles is “ac-
companied by a recognition that these
principles can be realized in a number of
different ways, and can never be applied
neutrally without some confronting of
the substantive religious ethnic-cultural
differences in societies.”30 And in con-
trast to liberal nationalism, deep diversi-
ty does not aim at specifying a common
national culture that must be shared 
by all. What matters is not so much the
content of solidarity, but the ethos gen-
erated by making the effort at mutual
understanding and respect.

Canada’s approach to the integra-
tion of immigrants may be the closest
thing there is to “deep diversity.” Cana-
dian naturalization policy is not so dif-
ferent from that of the United States: 
a short required residency period, rela-
tively low application fees, a test of his-
tory and civics knowledge, and a lan-
guage exam.31 Where the United States
and Canada diverge is in their public
commitment to diversity. Through its
of½cial multiculturalism policies, Can-
ada expresses a commitment to the val-
ue of diversity among immigrant com-
munities through funding for ethnic
associations and supporting heritage
language schools.32 Constitutional pa-
triots and liberal nationalists say that
immigrant integration should be a 
two-way process, that immigrants
should shape the host society’s domi-
nant culture just as they are shaped 
by it. Multicultural accommodations
actually provide the conditions under
which immigrant integration might 
genuinely become a two-way process.
Such policies send a strong message 
that immigrants are a welcome part 
of the political community and should
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play an active role in shaping its future
evolution.

The question of solidarity may not 
be the most urgent task Americans face
today; war and economic crisis loom
larger. But the question of solidarity re-
mains important in the face of ongoing
large-scale immigration and its effects
on intergroup relations, which in turn
affect our ability to deal with issues of
economic inequality and democracy. 
I hope to have shown that patriotism is
not easily separated from nationalism,
that nationalism needs to be evaluated 
in light of shared principles, and that
respect for deep diversity presupposes 
a commitment to some shared values,
including perhaps diversity itself. Rath-
er than viewing the three models of civ-
ic solidarity I have discussed as mutual-
ly exclusive–as the proponents of each
sometimes seem to suggest–we should
think about how they might be made to
work together with each model temper-
ing the excesses of the others.

What is now formally required of im-
migrants seeking to become American
citizens most clearly reflects the ½rst 
two models of solidarity: professed al-
legiance to the principles of the Consti-
tution (constitutional patriotism) and
adoption of a shared culture by demon-
strating the ability to read, write, and
speak English (liberal nationalism). 
The revised citizenship test makes ges-
tures toward respect for ½rst-level di-
versity and inclusion of historically 
marginalized groups with questions
such as, “Who lived in America before
the Europeans arrived?” “What group 
of people was taken to America and sold
as slaves?” “What did Susan B. Anthony
do?” “What did Martin Luther King, Jr.
do?” The election of the ½rst African
American president of the United States
is a signi½cant step forward. A more in-
clusive American solidarity requires 
the recognition not only of the fact that
Americans are a diverse people, but also
that they have distinctive ways of be-
longing to America.
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When I told friends that I was heading
off to a doctoral program in U.S. intel-
lectual history, they either seemed mys-
ti½ed–“Do we have an intellectual his-
tory?”–or found the entire proposition
somewhat funny: “American intellectu-
al history!? Isn’t that an oxymoron!?”
More skepticism awaited as I began my
studies. Classmates repeatedly subjected
me to playful, if remorseless, interroga-
tions about the wherefores and whithers
of this so-called history of the American
mind. I had to wonder what I was doing
studying a subject that people think does
not exist. 

I might have dismissed this doubt-
ing American intellectual life as a curi-
ous national pastime until I experienced
½rsthand its transatlantic dimensions.
While teaching an undergraduate course
on “U.S. Intellectual History” as I was
writing my doctoral thesis in Germany, 
I asked my students what drew them 
to a course on American thought. They
confessed without a whiff of irony and
no intended disrespect: they simply
wanted to be in on the joke. 

A curious thing happened as I got to
know my students and they got to know
American thinkers like Margaret Fuller,

Herbert Croly, and Cornel West. I came
to realize that my friends, classmates,
and students hadn’t said anything about
American culture that these very think-
ers hadn’t said themselves. Just as West
had lamented the “good American fash-
ion” of fostering a “truncated perception
of intellectual activity,” and Croly had
likened the “American intellectual hab-
it” to that of “domestic animals,” Fuller
had warned about an America devoid 
of “intellectual dignity,” capable of only
cultural “abortions,” “things with forms
. . . but soulless, and therefore revolt-
ing.”1 Indeed our very own thinkers
have argued for a speci½cally American
version of the betrayal of the intellectu-
als: it is the intellectuals who have been
betrayed by a culture hostile or indiffer-
ent to their ideas. 

The vision of American history as 
one long durée of resistance to intellec-
tual pursuits received its classic formula-
tion in Richard Hofstadter’s 1963 study,
Anti-Intellectualism in American Life. The
suffocating political culture of the 1950s 
following Adlai Stevenson’s defeats con-
½rmed Hofstadter’s view that “resent-
ment and suspicion of the life of the
mind and of those who are considered 
to represent it” had been a de½ning fea-
ture of American life. In Hofstadter’s
text, “anti-intellectualism” takes on
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many guises: the disavowal of rational-
ity and learning in early American Prot-
estantism; impatience with abstract
thought and preference for practical
knowledge on the frontier, in business,
and in progressive education; populist
hostility to the elitism of genteel re-
formers, monastic academics, and pol-
icy experts. According to Hofstadter,
though diverse, these sentiments in
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-cen-
tury American religious, political, and
economic life shared a general disre-
gard for intellect, making “anti-intel-
lectualism” an axiomatic expression 
of the American experience.2

Anti-Intellectualism is a systematic
analysis of a cultural malady, but it is
also a history of a grievance; therefore,
even at its most restrained, it is a deep-
ly personal document. Hofstadter’s un-
usually quali½ed and tentative conclu-
sions signal what his scholarly critics
regarded as the book’s shortcomings 
in conception and tone. Many took is-
sue with the elusiveness of Hofstadter’s
conceptualization of “anti-intellectual-
ism,” unsatis½ed with his apologia that
it “does not yield very readily to de½ni-
tion.”3 Rush Welter argued that anti-
intellectualism was at best “a protean
concept,” and used to articulate noth-
ing like a “national commitment so
much as a cluster of expressions and
activities that may or may not have 
held the same meaning for all.” Cush-
ing Strout complained that the book
documents “[f]eelings” which are
“diverse, ambivalent, and no index to
social isolation.” While documenting
these feelings, Hofstadter exposed his
own, producing a confessional history 
of a confession that “skates . . . on what
he knows to be thin ice.”4

If analytically imprecise “anti-intel-
lectualism” was also deeply felt, but 
Hofstadter did not manufacture this 

cultural attitude nor was he the ½rst to
identify it. Indeed his accomplishment
was the way in which he rehearsed a
complaint that, by 1963, had become
commonplace. Though the term “anti-
intellectualism” came into vogue in the
1950s, the image of American culture as
uniquely hostile to critical intellect
enjoyed a long and dynamic history in
American thought. It moved all along
the political and cultural grid, as parti-
sans from the left and right, and com-
mentators liberal and conservative,
pressed it into service. We come closest
to understanding Hofstadter’s argument
if we see its roots in a romantic critique
of American culture. His critique, like
many before him, is a romantic longing
for an America not yet achieved. By ex-
amining the romantic origins and pre-
history of the trope of American anti-
intellectualism, we can understand how
a culture purportedly hostile to ideas
cultivated a rather unappealing one 
with enduring appeal.

Though the notion of America either 
as Edenic paradise or savage wilderness
has long animated European thinking
about America, the notion that it was
therefore either unburdened by or ill-
suited for intellectual rigor took on par-
ticular form in the romantic imagina-
tion. As James Ceaser has argued, the
romantics looked to the American dem-
ocratic experiment as a symbol of mo-
dernity and freighted it with their own
fantasies and fears about the “destiny 
of the modern world.”5 Whereas eigh-
teenth-century European discourse
about America focused primarily on 
the conditions of the natural environ-
ment, in the early nineteenth century
attention shifted to its forms of human
culture. Of special interest to German
romantics in particular was the notion 
of the organic ties between a people,



their relationship to the homeland, 
and their styles of expression. Because
Americans were not a Volk, but a mix of
“races,” transplanted to rather than his-
torically rooted in the North American
continent, German romantics wondered
about the sources of aesthetic inspira-
tion and the qualities of the intellect of
people who were not a people, a nation 
of af½liation but not of belonging, an
adopted homeland, but not an inherited
Fatherland. Fascinated with the intellec-
tual characteristics of what Nietzsche
would later refer to as the “new human
flora and fauna”6 taking shape in the
new world, they described these new
cultural types in oracular terms: were
they heralds of intellect at its dawn or
twilight? Models of mind unburdened
by hollow pieties, or aimless imagina-
tions without sail or ballast? For the ro-
mantics, American culture and the hu-
man qualities it produced served as a
powerful symbolic ½eld on which to 
test their ideas about the organic rela-
tionship between the individual imagi-
nation and the soul of a people, a cul-
ture, and its environment, and the
prospect of a people politically liberat-
ed yet socially and psychically uni½ed. 

The redemptive promise of Ameri-
can culture can be seen most vividly in
Goethe’s enthusiasm for the youthful
intellect of a people free from the en-
tombing memories of history. Goethe,
himself the living monument of Euro-
pean Kultur, long fancied that he would
steal away to America, experimenting
with his own ideas about emigrating 
in Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1796) 
and again in The Travelings of Wilhelm
Meister (1821). Though he never traveled
to America in body, he journeyed there
in mind, devouring studies of its ethnol-
ogy, geology, politics, and economy, 
and speculating about how the happy
circumstance of its location–both geo-

graphical and in the course of human
history–might help cultivate the liber-
ated spirit of its inhabitants. In 1819, he
envied “Northamericans” who can be
“happy” to have “[n]o ancestors and 
no classical soil” and who were liber-
ated from the psychic weight of a now
parched and impotent feudal and clas-
sical past. In an 1827 poetic love letter
“[t]o the United States,” Goethe 
effused: 

America, yours is the better lot
Than is our continent’s, the old.
You have no ruined castles’ rot
Nor marbles cold.

Nor is your inner peace affected
In your present active life
By useless thought which recollected
Lead to useless strife.7

From across the Atlantic, Goethe imag-
ined a world that promised not the ab-
sence of intellect, but rather an “inner”
life returned to its right state: innocent,
sloughed free of encrusted traditions,
and liberated to know itself and the uni-
verse in terms of its own making. 

Countering Goethe’s vision of Ameri-
can imaginative freedom and innocence
was the stronger romantic current that
viewed American intellectual and cul-
tural life as torpid, formless, and crude.
Some of the most potent denunciations
of American cultural apostasy came
from the Austrian romantic poet, Niko-
laus Lenau. Unlike most romantics, who
formed their strong views of American
intellect having never stepped foot on
the continent, Lenau made the transat-
lantic voyage for a six-month stay in
northwestern Pennsylvania from 1832–
1833. He came steeped in the romantic
longing for America shared by many
German-speaking liberals of his gener-
ation, who envisioned it as paradise of
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untamed nature and untrammeled liber-
ties–the poet’s natural environment. 

Almost immediately upon arrival,
however, Lenau’s exalted image of
America began to collapse. Expecting 
a sublime landscape, he discovered a
dreary, monotonous, and cold country
gripped by winter. After just eight days
in America, Lenau concluded that such
an uninspiring environment could not
create a nation of poets, only a people
who lacked an eye for beauty and ear 
for song: 

The American has no wine, no nightin-
gale. . . . [T]hese Americans are incredibly
loathsome, small merchant souls. Dead,
stone-dead to the life of the mind are 
they. . . . I think it seriously and extremely
signi½cant that America has no nightin-
gale. It seems to me like a poetic curse. A
Niagara voice is necessary to teach these
scoundrels that there are higher gods 
than those that are struck off the mint. 

His ½rsthand accounts, excessively styl-
ized and hastily spun as they may be,
present America as intellectually des-
olate and culturally grotesque, a study 
in debased imagination and stunted in-
tellect “in all [its] frightful banality.”8

Lenau’s frightful Americans had no
nightingales flying above, but, making
matters worse, they had no ½rm ground
below. Using metaphors from nature–
“roots,” “soil,” and “earth”–Lenau em-
ployed a romantic vocabulary to ques-
tion the very grounds, or foundations, 
of American cultural and intellectual
life. His objections were quite literal:
American soil failed to nourish a vi-
brant cultural ecosystem at its roots.
Whatever traces of culture existed 
“have in no sense come up organically
from within,” he wrote. American cul-
ture was “groundless” [bodenlos], for 
its people lacked the shared historical,
moral, and spiritual foundations vital 

for collective imagination. Without
roots in collective memory and tribal
affections knitting the people to each
other and to a homeland, he insisted 
that America was not a nation so much
as a contractual arrangement: “That
which we call fatherland is in America
nothing more than security for one’s
assets. The American knows nothing,
seeks nothing but money, he has no
ideas consequently the state is not a
moral and intellectual . . . Fatherland, 
but merely a material convention.”
Americans’ single-minded pursuit of 
the here and now made Lenau thank-
ful for the “Atlantic ocean” for provid-
ing an “isolating belt” protecting “the
spirit and all higher life” back home
from the deadening anti-intellectual-
ism of America, “the true sunset
land”–or, “mankind’s far west.”9

Critiques such as Lenau’s smart even
more when they come from our very
own Ralph Waldo Emerson. Though 
celebrated for giving form to a distinct-
ly American intellectual tradition, Emer-
son also spent his career drawing atten-
tion to its shortcomings. He insisted 
that the life of the mind was a life well-
lived and essential to a vibrant democ-
racy, but he worried that forces in Amer-
ican life worked against that vital intel-
lectual wealth. Drawing freely from ro-
mantic thought as he articulated his 
own concerns about American intellec-
tual life, Emerson sought to make sense
of the conditions which had yet prevent-
ed, though one day might foster, the na-
tive, democratic genius.

“American Scholar” (1837), Emerson’s
most concise meditation on the Ameri-
can mind, is often exalted as our intel-
lectual declaration of independence, de-
spite the fact that it contains some of his
strongest terms for describing American
anti-intellectualism. Emerson expressed
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concern about a “people too busy [for]
letters”; a society that thinks of human
life in averages and aggregates, as if 
men were “bugs,” “spawn,” and “‘the
herd,’”; the “sluggish and perverted
mind of the multitude,” which showed
regard only for “exertions of mechani-
cal skill” but no esteem for the reason
and revelation wrought by philosoph-
ical inquiry and speculation. He de-
scribes the American as caught up in 
the immediacy of making a living, 
while forgetting what makes life worth
living, settling for a life as Man Doing
rather than striving to be Man Thinking.
Even the scholar fails to marry the vita
contemplativa with the vita activa. Indeed,
Emerson’s most pointed criticisms are
not of the man in the mass, but of the
specialized intellect; even our thinkers
can’t get thinking right. According to
Emerson, the “delegated intellect” was
an enemy of intellect, a man in his “de-
generate state,” loving answers, not
questions. Emerson warned: “See al-
ready the tragic consequence. The 
mind of this country, taught to aim 
at low objects, eats upon itself.”10

Emerson believed that the democrat-
ic mind could aim higher only by culti-
vating a new style of thinking organic 
to American experience. This required
that it free itself from the bullying
thoughts of foreign traditions. Emer-
son surveyed the American intellectu-
al landscape and was chagrined to ob-
serve that the American Revolution had
brought a political break with England,
but not a cultural one with Europe. This,
he argued, was possible only once Amer-
ican intellect ended its “long apprentice-
ship to the learning of other lands” and
stopped feeding on the “remains of for-
eign harvests.”11 For Emerson, all truths
are achieved, not inherited–prospec-
tive, never retrospective. According to
Emerson, it is only the “plain old Adam,

the simple genuine self” with no history 
at his back, who enjoys an original re-
lationship with the universe.12

This is the Adamic Emerson–both
herald and exemplar–of the new Man
Thinking. And yet it’s hard not to hear 
his lyrical celebration of the impious
mind as him shouting down his inher-
itance. Though Emerson spent his life
hoping to capture the intellectual prom-
ises of American independence, he rec-
ognized the centrality of European influ-
ences on American culture. He himself
drew inspiration from Goethe speci½cal-
ly in his quest for the self-begotten intel-
lect, and from the European romantics
generally in his aspiration for organic
thought. His writings are saturated in
ambivalence about America’s intellec-
tual and cultural stature compared to
Europe’s. Indeed all of his examples of
genius in “The American Scholar” are
European, and even after thirteen years
of a continual quest for American intel-
lectual distinction, he seems to have
come up empty-handed, for none of 
the great men he classi½ed in his Repre-
sentative Men (1850) was American. 

This was Emerson’s dilemma: Amer-
ican thinking was only American think-
ing in its Adamic form; and yet by his
own example, his longing for newness
was intimately bound up in what Harold
Bloom has identi½ed as the romantics’
anxiety of belatedness. “The romance-
of-trespass, of violating a sacred or 
daemonic ground,” Bloom writes, is
caught in a dilemma of its own design,
for “meaning . . . cleaves more closely 
to origins the more intensely it strives 
to distance itself from origins.”13 In 
his quest for literary and philosophical
originality, and his zeal to break the ves-
sels of European intellectual authority,
Emerson continually reestablished Eu-
rope as the outsized measure of under-
sized American intellectual life by per-
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sistently insisting that it is not. Emer-
son’s dialectic between America as focus
of a re-centered cultural map and Ameri-
ca as “mankind’s far west” and between
the American thinker as the ½rst man of
a new intellectual history and a deriva-
tive mind in its “sunset,” became the in-
terpretive ½eld upon which subsequent
discourse about American anti-intellec-
tualism would take place. 

Over the course of the nineteenth 
century, the specter of America as native
grounds for anti-intellectualism contin-
ued to haunt Americans’ thinking about
homegrown intellect. Gilded Age liber-
al critics, editors, and educators–the
New England born-and-bred reformers
whom Hofstadter identi½ed as the pur-
veyors of “mugwump culture”–argued
that while Americans had poured their
energies into conquering a continent,
they drained vital resources away from
conquering the higher regions of the
mind. The mugwumps viewed their role
as custodians of culture, which, proper-
ly conceived and realized, was a correc-
tive to, rather than coextensive with,
economic and social life. They dedicat-
ed themselves to establishing intellec-
tual institutions and journals of opin-
ion, thus fostering an expansive literary
public sphere to elevate the postbellum
mind. Yet their writings testify to their
persistent doubts that an Enlighten-
ment republic of letters could ever 
compete with the growing American
marketplace of goods. 

In his 1874 critique of American
“Chromo-Civilization,” Nation edi-
tor E. L. Godkin offered what would
become the classic formulation of the
mugwumps’ diagnosis of American 
anti-intellectualism: the smug, pecu-
niary “pseudo-culture” of the Amer-
ican bourgeoisie, which mistook the 
trappings of wealth for the accom-

plishments of culture. He argued that
industrial democracy led to the mind-
less commercialization of American in-
tellectual life. Though salutary in prin-
ciple, the rise of small colleges and the
common schools, the proliferation of
popular educational institutions, and the
expansion of print culture for middle-
class audiences had vulgarized ideas 
and debased the process of their ac-
quisition. This yielded a “smattering 
of all sorts of knowledge” that neither
informed nor enlightened, but simply 
flattered “a large body of slenderly
equipped persons” with the conceit 
of culture. According to Godkin, Amer-
ican chromo-civilization created a “so-
ciety of ignoramuses” who substituted
the accumulation of facts for the assim-
ilation of real knowledge, and the con-
sumption of goods for the cultivation 
of character. A perfect distillation of the
capitalist environment from which it
came, pseudo-culture viewed knowledge
as commodity and understood material
and moral progress as coextensive.14

Like Emerson, the mugwump critics
were literary cosmopolitans with nation-
al aspirations, and yet for them the prob-
lem with American intellect was that it
was all-too-native to the culture. They
argued that the material conditions of
the country shaped the character and
quality of the American mind in an in-
verse relation: the history of abundance
of material resources had depleted the
American intellect. In his 1888 survey 
of “The Intellectual Life of America,”
Charles Eliot Norton offered a gloomy
diagnosis of the growing disparity be-
tween the country’s material wealth and
its capacity for independent thought. As
Norton saw it, while civilization is a nec-
essary precondition for an elevated intel-
lectual life, overcivilization is its death
knell. In its short history, Norton ar-
gued, America had acquired with rela-



tive ease the material comforts and pros-
perity that other civilizations strove for
centuries to achieve, and this “unbur-
dened existence” had created an easygo-
ing people, pleasant but too facile to cre-
ate or even appreciate the higher arts.15

Political liberty and material plenty had
produced little depth of spirit or subtle-
ty of mind.

Drawing on romantic ideals of cul-
ture as human cultivation, and republi-
can notions of thrift and restraint, mug-
wump critics stressed that true knowl-
edge could only be fostered from within,
not acquired from without. However, 
if their theology preached that the king-
dom of culture is within you, their litur-
gy suggested that it, in fact, came from
Europe. Their cosmopolitan familiarity
with and delight in the artistic and liter-
ary accomplishments of Europe both in-
spired and frustrated them. They viewed
their role as critics to be cultivators of a
still-fledgling American mind, to bring 
it out of the nursery and into the wider
world. By now, the persistent character-
ization of American intellectual life as
forever “young” was no Goethean cele-
bration of intellectual curiosity and nov-
elty, but an embarrassed assessment of
an adolescent people unwilling to grow
up. The mugwumps shared Emerson’s
longing for a distinctly American cul-
ture–as well as his doubts that Ameri-
ca would ever be able to pull it off. Un-
like Emerson, though, they felt they had
no option but to hold European arts and
letters as the measure for America’s. If
modernity propelled America toward a
“chromo-civilization,” the mugwumps
felt no anxiety–indeed they welcomed
–cleaving to European origins and tak-
ing refuge in belatedness. 

At the turn of the last century, Ameri-
can intellectual life had plenty of critics,
but not all agreed that the culture of cap-

italism was the source of American’s in-
tellectual transgressions. Harvard phi-
losopher George Santayana knew Amer-
ican intellectual life had its problems,
but none so damaging as the very solu-
tions proposed by the mugwump critics
themselves. He argued that the notion
that culture affords a mental altitude
from which to critique shallow commer-
cialism was an evasive and regressive re-
sponse to the intellectual challenges of
modernization. If there was a problem
with American thought, it was the prob-
lem of not viewing culture as a condition
of daily life, and only as a corrective to it. 

In his 1911 essay, “The Genteel Tradi-
tion,”16 Santayana argued that Ameri-
cans did have an intellectual tradition,
albeit a “genteel” one, and therefore 
one ill-be½tting its way of life and its
people. It drew in part from a native
source: a despiritualized Calvinism 
that bequeathed a lust for order and
stringent moralizing, but no longer 
the “agonized conscience” and “sense 
of sin” that gave primitive Protestant-
ism its form. The second and more 
dominant source, however, was the 
early-nineteenth-century European
import, transcendentalism, which en-
dorsed a subjective view of knowledge
and an aggrandized conception of self.
In Santayana’s genealogy, these two in-
tellectual legacies crossed paths in the
nineteenth century and consolidated
their capital in the form of the genteel
tradition: a moralistic and evasive in-
tellectual temperament, suffused with
light but no shadows, an unthreatened
and unthreatening view of the universe
and man’s place within it.

Santayana’s complaint with the gen-
teel tradition was not only that it made
an easy peace with the universe, but also
that it took the universe on terms for-
eign to the American experience. The
problem wasn’t that Americans had too
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little regard for intellect and ideas, but
rather too much. Americans loved their
ideas, so long as they weren’t their ideas,
but inherited ones, preferably from Eu-
rope and preferably with no life left in
them. He characterized American intel-
lect as “old wine in new bottles,” and 
“a young country with an old mental-
ity,” arguing that America never had to
wait to create its own intellectual insti-
tutions and culture of arts and letters: 
it simply brought them over from Eu-
rope. He viewed Americans as intellec-
tual latecomers with minds “belated,
inapplicable.” However, unlike Emer-
son who suffered its bad conscience,
Santayana’s latecomers welcomed in-
tellectual belatedness as a mark of their
arrival, taking pride in the fact that they
refused to “let the past bury its dead.”17

Esteem for traditions remote from ex-
perience, though, signaled no genuine
feeling for ideas; custodianship, he ar-
gued, resists the life of the mind. 

For Santayana, America economical-
ly and technologically lunged toward 
the future, while intellectually it looked
timidly to the past. He insisted that, un-
til it made a home of modern America,
intellect would never ½nd a home in
modern America. Despite his persistent
criticism of the romantic imagination,
Santayana drew heavily from romantic
discourse to make his point. His writings
are awash in organic metaphors of “soil”
and “roots,” and he consistently argued
that a vital culture must grow in its “na-
tive” environment and cultivate forms
expressive of its own “thundering, push-
ing life.” The American imagination
needed to make peace with its skyscrap-
ers and corporations and make friends
with their raw, energetic condensation 
in human form: the modern American.
But even Santayana expressed doubts
about how arable the soil of modernity
might be: 

[I]t is not easy for native [intellects] to
spring up, the moral soil is too thin and
shifting, like sand in an hourglass, always
on the move; whatever traditions there
are, practical men and reformers insist 
on abandoning; . . . nothing can take root;
nothing can be assumed as a common af-
fection, a common pleasure; no re½ne-
ment of sense, no pause, no passion, no
candour, no enchantment.

Dynamism has its own perils, and in a
culture of business vitalism, all “theo-
retical passions” are either “sporadic”
and ½zzle out, or are indifferent from
overstimulation.18 A hectic, bodenlos
culture creates an intellect after its own
form, either too ½tful or too blasé to 
sustain itself. 

Santayana’s strongest verdict against
American intellectual life came in ac-
tions, not words, when he gave up his
tenured professorship at Harvard in 
1912 and left America for Europe for
good. Before he left, though, his views 
of American anti-intellectualism made
strong impressions on many talented
Harvard students and their cohort–
including Walter Lippmann, T. S. Eliot,
and John Reed–themselves aspiring
writers and thinkers who shared his
chastened view of early-twentieth-cen-
tury American culture. Their grievance
started out personal: they wanted to
make a living from the life of the mind,
and felt the normal pangs of doubt and
frustration as they saw few appealing
career options. They surveyed Ameri-
can intellectual life and perceived forces
hostile to the critical intellect not only 
in the worlds of business and commerce,
but also within the university. Indeed
their harshest criticisms were directed 
at the academy, which they viewed as
too implicated in a business culture; the
imperative for specialization and pro½t
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had strangled the life out of learning.
They saw themselves as “intellectuals,”
which at the turn of the last century en-
tered American English political and
cultural discourse, quickly becoming a
crucial term of self-de½nition among 
the young writers and thinkers eager 
to make sense of their roles in modern
society. Instrumental to this new self-
concept was the image of what mod-
ern thinkers were up against: a broad-
er culture unwilling or unable to appre-
ciate their service. They were sufferers,
“bear[ing] the brunt of our America”
and the “mass of dolts,” as Ezra Pound
put it.19

If the intellectual as social type was
new, the notion that she had to suffer
fools was not. In their assessments of
American culture, the young critics
merely provided new terms for an old
way of thinking. While H. L. Mencken
introduced the convention-hugging,
fear-mongering “booboisie,” and Sin-
clair Lewis the American “Babbitt,” 
for whom the plump, smooth, mass 
culture of mediocrity was his native
habitat, Emma Goldman was one of
many radical thinkers who rediscov-
ered the wrathful “Puritan,” who po-
liced free thought and hounded liber-
ated spirits. Few critics, however, gen-
erated as many terminologies for and
genealogies of American anti-intellec-
tualism as Van Wyck Brooks, whose
most influential work was his 1915 
analysis of the inner civil war between
the “Highbrow” and “Lowbrow” in
American thought. He characterized
“Highbrow” as an isolated, abstract,
otherworldly, and effete style of thought
and relationship to ideas. It viewed cul-
ture as something disciplinary and dec-
orative, and therefore, remote from the
messy problems of daily life. The “Low-
brow,” by contrast, represented a style 
of thought that was very much of this

world: starkly practical, materialistic,
uninspired by and incapable of specu-
lative thought. Though the two tenden-
cies rarely overlapped, they did meet 
in the form of a joint-stock conspiracy
against the critical, engaged intellect.
For Brooks, the spectacle of these dual
tendencies revealed a history of the
American mind rendered “stagnant
from disuse,” unable to contemplate
“the mature potentialities and justi½-
cations of human nature.” Brooks be-
moaned, “[W]e have no Goethe in
America and . . . we have no reason to
suppose we are going to get one.”20

Like others before them, the young
intellectuals turned to Europe in their
quest for a distinct American culture.
Spurred by a thirteen-month postgrad-
uate tour in Europe, Brooks’s fellow 
critic, Randolph Bourne, argued that 
the American mind couldn’t be culti-
vated until it reappraised its relation-
ship with European cultures. Echoing
Emerson, Bourne worried that the
American mind was “parasitical” and
“lazy”; it reinforces its own “cultural
humility” by slavishly appropriating
“alien intellect,” he wrote. And yet the
cultures of Europe should continue to
serve American intellectual life, he
maintained, but not as a giant muse-
um or poaching ground, but, rather, 
as an example of living cultures that
dialectically take the shape and give
form to their particular experiences 
and environment. According to Bourne,
European cultures viewed the life of 
the mind as a way of life; they valued
experience, not the fruits of experi-
ence. Bourne admitted that abroad he
enjoyed “the feeling of at-homeness
which makes intelligible the world”21

as yet impossible at home. 
In trying to devise a new approach to

American intellectual life and their role
in it, the young intellectuals repeated the
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standard references, the same romantic
discourse of “barren soil” unable to “fer-
tilize” “native” intellect at its “roots.”
They also revived the Lenauian images
of a bodenlos imagination and the way-
ward intellect’s yearning for home. This
longing for intellectual grounds contin-
ued to animate their imaginations after
the war, and many joined the postwar
exodus to Europe, enabling them to ex-
periment with the intellectual life they
thought still impossible in America.
They formed the “lost generation,” as
Gertrude Stein called them, the prodi-
gals and pilgrims who thought it better
to be lost among the ruins of Europe
than at home in an American wasteland. 

The dramatic political realignments of
the postwar era emboldened American
intellectuals to rethink their narrative.
America’s victory, and its newfound po-
litical, economic, and military hegemo-
ny, suggested that the old mental map,
with Europe at the center and America 
at the periphery, needed to be redrawn.
America’s new superpower status stimu-
lated the development of its intellectual
and cultural infrastructure at a pace and
on a scale unprecedented. With the mas-
sive postwar expansion of higher educa-
tion, the proliferation of think tanks and
artistic foundations, and the continued
growth of federal agencies in need of
policy experts and political analysts, in-
tellectuals had opportunities for institu-
tional af½liation as never before. Ameri-
can intellectual life became a growth in-
dustry, and so, too, intellectuals’ interest
in assessing the promises of these new
alignments. 

In the 1952 symposium devoted to the
intellectual “reaf½rmation and rediscov-
ery of America,” the editors of Partisan
Review asked prominent American intel-
lectuals to consider the source of and in-
spiration for intellectual life “now that

they can no longer depend fully on Eu-
rope as a cultural example and a source
of vitality.” With guarded optimism,
respondents including Margaret Mead,
C. Wright Mills, Reinhold Niebuhr, 
and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. considered
the conditions under which intellectu-
als might at long last break bread with
American culture. Surveying recent his-
tory, Lionel Trilling noted, with some
astonishment, that “[f]or the ½rst time
in the history of the modern American
intellectual, America is not to be con-
ceived of as a priori the vulgarest and 
stupidest nation of the world.” Sidney
Hook argued that it was time to give up
on the lament of “anti-intellectualism,”
“the most popular conception of the
alienated artist in America and the shal-
lowest.”22 Time magazine captured the
widespread feelings that a truce was in
order on its June 11, 1956, cover: “Amer-
ica and the Intellectual: The Reconcilia-
tion,” with a portrait of Jacques Barzun
and the lamp of learning burning bright;
inside the issue one could read an af½r-
mation of the newfound mutual affec-
tion between America and her native
intellect.23

And yet a funny thing happened on 
the way to the altar. These postwar af-
½rmations of American intellectual 
life appeared precisely at the moment
when the sentiment of America as na-
tive ground hostile toward critical in-
tellect enjoyed a renaissance, and when
“anti-intellectualism” became the stan-
dard term for expressing these feelings.
The 1950s vogue for the term was new,
though the term itself and the image of
America it represented were not. The 
old romantic conception of America, al-
ternately exalted or debased by its con-
ditions for the cultivation of native in-
tellect, proved ineluctable. Reviving the
notion of American anti-intellectual-
ism as a salutary protest against all 



limits and doctrine, Barzun argued that
the American suspicion of theory helped
shield it from totalitarian political doc-
trines: “‘It is attention to practice and
indifference to overarching beliefs that
guarantee our innocence. . . . We are in-
nocent because we have been–we still
are–too busy to brood.’”24 Likewise
many Partisan Review commentators ar-
gued that it was time now for America 
to get over her “adolescent embarrass-
ment” of her intellectual stature, and to
take on the role of “protector of West-
ern civilization.”25

Though the political map of the West-
ern world had been redrawn, the old
narratives about America’s intellectual

role were not. America was now a super-
power, Western Europe its economic
and political bene½ciary, but, as Philip
Rahv confessed, “It is hard to believe
that western Europe has lost its cultur-
al priority for good.”26 The prehistory
makes clear that anxieties, like those
espoused by Rahv, about American
“anti-intellectualism” more proper-
ly belong to an idealized, romantic vi-
sion of America. Yet Rahv’s estimation
makes equally clear the enduring dif½-
culty in shedding romance for reality in
how we think about both the American
intellect and the American intellectual. 
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At the turn of the twentieth century,
the U.S. system of public ½nance under-
went a dramatic structural transforma-
tion. The late-nineteenth-century sys-
tem of indirect national taxes–associ-
ated mainly with the highly partisan 
tariff and regressive excise taxes on al-
cohol and tobacco–was eclipsed in the
early twentieth century by a profession-
ally administered, graduated income tax
that soon accounted for more than half
of all federal tax revenue. This seismic
shift toward direct and progressive tax-
ation marked the emergence of a new
½scal polity, one guided not simply by
the functional need for revenue, but by
social concerns about justice, fairness,
and the equitable distribution of ½scal
obligations.

The intellectual debates and politi-
cal struggles that took place a centu-
ry ago inform our current discussions
about “fundamental” tax reform. In
recent years, American scholars, policy
analysts, and lawmakers have decried
the failings of the present U.S. tax sys-
tem. At the same time, commentators
have identi½ed how the recent rise in
inequality has signaled the arrival of 
a new Gilded Age in the United States. 
In an attempt to confront this increas-

ing concentration of wealth and pow-
er, some present-day reformers have
vowed to make profound changes to 
our existing progressive income and
wealth-transfer taxes. A century ago,
during a similar period of rising in-
equality, serious structural reform was
not only envisioned but also achieved,
and we would do well to recall the so-
cial and economic conditions, as well 
as the political will, that made that fun-
damental ½scal reform possible. 

In the early twentieth century, the
modern American ½scal state turned 
to direct and graduated taxes to reallo-
cate the economic responsibilities of
½nancing an emerging regulatory and
administrative, social-welfare state. 
But the reformers who sought to usher
in a new ½scal order intended to use 
tax laws and policies for much more: 
to rede½ne the meaning of modern cit-
izenship; to facilitate a fundamental
change in existing political arrange-
ments; and, perhaps most important, 
to help underwrite the expansion of 
the American liberal state. To do all 
of this, tax activists understood that 
they needed to lay an intellectual foun-
dation in support of direct and progres-
sive taxation.

Among the critical reformers, a partic-
ular group of academic experts played a
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pivotal role in recon½guring the mean-
ing and implications of taxation. In a
subtle, though signi½cant, move, these
economic and political theorists helped
to supplant the prevailing “bene½ts the-
ory” of taxation, and its attendant vi-
sion of the state as a passive protector 
of private property, with a more equita-
ble principle of taxation based on one’s
“faculty” or “ability to pay,” which de-
manded a more active role of the posi-
tive state. Led by the likes of Richard T.
Ely, Henry Carter Adams, and Edwin 
R. A. Seligman, these German-trained, 
professional political economists helped
dismantle the nineteenth-century ortho-
dox theories of laissez-faire and promot-
ed the adoption of new, more effective
and egalitarian forms of taxation and
state action.

The thinkers who led the move-
ment for direct and graduated taxation
emerged from similar backgrounds and
experiences. Many were reared in the
deeply religious environment of North-
eastern evangelical Protestantism, and
even those who distanced themselves
from organized religion channeled their
theological and ethical inclinations into
their academic work and public advo-
cacy.1 German training and experience,
moreover, bolstered their moral orien-
tation. They, like many other aspiring
American scholars, turned to German
universities and mentors for their pro-
fessional training in the social sciences,
learning ½rsthand from some of the
leading ½gures of the German historical
school of economics about how histori-
cal and institutional development affect-
ed the so-called “natural” laws of politi-
cal economy. And as part of their educa-
tion outside the classroom, they learned
about the promise and perils of the mod-
ern European social-welfare state.2

These scholars returned to the United
States troubled by the excesses of late-

nineteenth-century American industri-
al capitalism. The labor unrest and class
conflict that resulted from the modern
forces of mass migration, rapid industri-
alization, and uneven economic growth
forti½ed the economists’ reformist ten-
dencies. Although they realized that they
could not graft European social democ-
racy onto American political culture, the
progressive political economists sought
to link the highbrow theories of the
academy with the material world of the
working masses.3 They did this, in part,
by challenging the prevailing system of
political and economic thought and pro-
viding a new conceptual foundation for
new forms of taxation. Eschewing time-
less universalisms, these academic theo-
rists believed that economic relations
were embedded in a larger social and in-
stitutional matrix, one constituted main-
ly by law and legal processes. Thus many
of the leading progressive political econ-
omists were eager to use law and legal
institutions to exercise the “ethical agen-
cy” of state power. In this way, many of
these thinkers were part of what legal
historians have identi½ed as the “First
Great Law & Economics Movement.”4

The intellectual movement for progres-
sive taxation, guided by the new gener-
ation of professional economists, was
part of a much larger transformation 
in American social thought at the turn 
of the century, often referred to as a
“revolt against formalism.” Shifting 
the justi½cation for taxation from the
bene½ts theory to the ability-to-pay
principle delegitimized past standards 
of rigid economic thought and facilitat-
ed new ways of thinking about the so-
cial processes of modern life. This con-
sequential transition profoundly affect-
ed the development of American liber-
alism, turning it away from its classical
emphasis on negative individual liber-



ties and toward a new focus on collec-
tive, positive rights.5

For many of the progressive politi-
cal economists, bene½ts theory and 
the ability-to-pay principle were con-
tending doctrines with fundamental-
ly different underlying social and po-
litical theories. The bene½ts doctrine
stood for the outmoded proposition, 
in the progressives’ view, that taxation
was justi½ed as a price paid for goods
and services provided by government 
in exchange for tax payments. Under 
the bene½ts theory, individuals paid
taxes to ensure that the neutral and lim-
ited state could provide citizens with
physical and ½nancial security, not 
only from each other, but from the pub-
lic powers of the state. The Michigan
jurist and treatise writer, Thomas M.
Cooley, typi½ed this line of thought.
“The citizen and the property owner
owes to the government the duty to 
pay taxes,” Cooley proclaimed, so 
“that the government may be enabled 
to perform its functions, and he is sup-
posed to receive his proper and full 
compensation in the protection which
the government affords to his life, lib-
erty and property, and in the increase 
to the value of his possessions by the 
use to which the money contributed is
applied.”6 Citizens, in essence, traded
tax payments solely for the bene½ts 
that they received from the state.

The bene½ts theory equated taxes 
with commercial transactions. Mem-
bers of a polity had no social obliga-
tions or civic duties beyond the quid 
pro quo of paying taxes and receiving
governmental protection. If taxation 
was one of the most commonly and 
consistently experienced relationships
between Americans and their govern-
ment, bene½t theory appeared to limit
that important relationship–and the
civic identity that emerged from it–

to the cash nexus. Fiscal citizenship it-
self was reduced to a commodity.

In criticizing the bene½ts principle, 
the progressive political economists em-
phasized its anachronistic implications.
Challenging Cooley directly, Richard Ely
claimed that taxes could not be justi½ed
based on “the old ½ction of reciprocity.”
Ely was careful in explaining that taxes
were “not exchanges” or “payments” 
for public goods and services. “The sov-
ereign power demands contributions
from citizens regardless of the value of
any services which it may perform for
the citizen,” wrote Ely in his 1888 tax
treatise.7

As students of the German historical
school of economics, progressive think-
ers like Ely applied a thoroughgoing his-
toricism to their analysis of contempo-
rary American political economy and 
tax policy. Thus, Henry Carter Adams
boldly derided classical bene½ts theory
for ignoring how “the modern State . . .
assumes duties far beyond the primitive
functions of protection to life and prop-
erty.” Although such a “quid pro quo
theory of taxation may have served fairly
well under conceptions of governmental
activity held in the early part of the cen-
tury,” Adams argued in 1898, “it must be
regarded at present as somewhat anti-
quated.”8

Edwin Seligman, the leading authority
on progressive taxation, condemned the
social theory underpinning the bene½ts
principle in even starker terms. Like Ely
and Adams, Seligman maintained that
the bene½ts doctrine was based, at its
core, on an obsolete conception of citi-
zenship:

It is now generally agreed that we pay
taxes not because the state protects us, 
or because we get any bene½ts from the
state, but simply because the state is a 
part of us. . . . In a civilized society the 
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state is as necessary to the individual as
the air he breathes; unless he reverts to
stateless savagery and anarchy he can-
not live beyond its con½nes. . . . To say 
that he supports the state only because it
bene½ts him is a narrow and sel½sh doc-
trine. We pay taxes not because we get
bene½ts from the state, but because it 
is as much our duty to support the state 
as to support ourselves or our family;
because, in short, the state is an integral
part of us.9

Simply put, the progressive economists
used taxation as a means to renegotiate
the social contract between citizens 
and their state. Instead of relying on ab-
stract economic relations based on mar-
ket transactions to justify taxation, they
turned to social relations and the inter-
dependent reality of modern social and
political life to explain the need for di-
rect and graduated taxes.

The progressive theorists’ uni½ed dis-
dain for the bene½ts principle did not
translate, however, into a single univer-
sal vision of the ability-to-pay doctrine.
Adams, who believed in distinguishing
between the theoretical justi½cation 
for taxation and the “lawyer’s point of
view,” relied on what he referred to as a
“contributory theory of a tax.” Progres-
sive taxation was justi½ed under such 
a theory because it embodied the ethi-
cal duty of social unity that citizens of 
a polity owed to each other and to the
larger commonwealth. Unlike the pre-
vailing “purchase theory” or bene½t 
theory of tax, which emphasized a sol-
itary, atomistic, and consumerist rela-
tionship between the citizen-taxpayer
and the state, Adams argued that a con-
tributory theory was based on “solidar-
ity of social interest.” For him, a “sense
of organic unity and of interdependence,
and consciousness of common rights

and common duties, go along with the
idea of contribution.”10

Ely pushed further in emphasizing the
link between social solidarity and taxa-
tion. Quoting approvingly from a Mas-
sachusetts Tax Commission report, he
wrote: “All the enjoyments which a man
can receive from his property come from
his connection with society. Cut off from
all social relations a man’s wealth would
be useless to him. In fact, there could be
no such thing as wealth without socie-
ty.”11 Seligman took a slightly different
approach. Although he agreed that the
social interdependence occasioned by
modern industrialism had displaced the
logic of autonomous individualism, he
maintained that the triumph of the abili-
ty-to-pay principle was the culmination
of a long and gradual historical process
driven mainly by class dynamics. “Amid
the clashing of divergent interests and
the endeavor of each social class to roll
off the burden of taxation on some other
class, we discern the slow and laborious
growth of standards of justice in taxa-
tion, and the attempt on the part of the
community as a whole to realize this jus-
tice,” proclaimed Seligman. “The histo-
ry of ½nance, in other words, shows the
evolution of the principle of faculty or
ability to pay–the principle that each in-
dividual should be held to help the state
in proportion to his ability to help him-
self.”12

To be sure, the practical application of
the ability-to-pay principle had its lim-
its. Accurately measuring a citizen’s abil-
ity to pay taxes was a controversial issue
that remained rather elusive–then and
now.13 But the progressive economists
contended that their primary, pragmatic
tax reform objective was not to recom-
mend an unassailable ½scal system based
on the principle of ability to pay. Rather,
they aimed to demonstrate the theoreti-
cal limitations inherent in the bene½ts
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principle. That is not to say that they
thought the bene½ts principle had no
place in tax-policy discussions; their
goal instead was to make more explic-
it the political and social theory im-
plicit in the dueling tax notions and, 
in the process, create support for a re-
form movement. In this sense, the po-
litical economists, like other progres-
sive activists, used the language of eth-
ical duties and the idiom of social soli-
darity “less to clarify a political philos-
ophy than to build a political constitu-
ency.”14

Creating a social and political move-
ment for tax reform also meant reach-
ing an audience beyond the academy.
The progressive economists thus real-
ized that the power of their ideas alone
was often not enough to change the 
laws and institutions that undergirded
the American ½scal system. They need-
ed to take a more active role in the po-
litical and policy-making process by 
participating as consultants and part-
time tax commissioners, and by cap-
turing the attention of lawmakers.

Just as the economists and other 
social scientists were promoting their
ideas, the American political system it-
self was undergoing a profound trans-
formation. The nineteenth-century po-
litical structure of “courts and parties”
was giving way to a more fractured 
and pluralistic system of American 
statecraft. The rise of a more competi-
tive political process and greater reli-
ance on expert administration chal-
lenged the traditional control of party
politics and patronage.15 By linking a
graduated income tax to tariff reform,
tax activists were able to help move
½scal policy away from party politics 
and toward administrative expertise.
With this shift, reform-minded eco-
nomic experts joined organizations 

like the National Tax Association, the
leading professional association of 
public ½nance experts, and other civic
groups to provide an outlet for their
ideas.

To make their ideas palatable for 
the public, the progressive economists
needed to navigate between the two pre-
vailing political positions on taxation. 
In leading the conceptual campaign for
progressive tax reform, they needed to
defend their ideas against economic 
and political conservatives who wanted
to maintain the status quo, and against
the seemingly radical populist calls for 
a more dramatically redistributive ½s-
cal system. 

Political conservatives, wedded to a
classical, night-watchman view of the
state, equated the move to graduated
income and wealth-transfer taxes with
creeping socialism. The conservative
critic David A. Wells, for instance, con-
tended that, except in the case of war
½nancing, there was no place in a free
republic for any form of graduated tax-
es based on the ability to pay. Although
Wells, the former commissioner of In-
ternal Revenue during the Civil War, 
was well aware of the importance of
using taxes to fund an army and build 
a nation, he, like many old-guard com-
mentators, opposed progressive taxa-
tion adamantly. “Any government,
whatever name it may assume, is a des-
potism, and commits acts of flagrant
spoliation,” declared Wells, “if it grants
exemptions or exacts a greater or lesser
rate of tax from one man than from an-
other.” Arguing that graduated taxes 
of any sort were a form of emasculating
charity, Wells concluded that “equality
and manhood, therefore, demand and
require uniformity of burden in whatev-
er is the subject of taxation.”16 The pro-
gressive economists observed ½rsthand,
often to their personal and professional
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detriment, the overwhelming power that
critics like Wells held, particularly in de-
lineating the bounds of academic free-
dom.

Conservative hostility to progressive
tax reform, however, spread beyond so-
cial commentators and the academy 
and into legal institutions of power. 
The U.S. Supreme Court, in a rather 
surprising decision for contemporaries,
struck down as unconstitutional the 1894
income tax, the ½rst peace-time mea-
sure of its kind. In his concurring opin-
ion, Justice Stephen J. Field illustrated
the anxiety with which elites viewed 
the progressive tax movement. “The
present assault on capital is but the be-
ginning,” wrote Field. “It will be but 
the stepping-stone to others, larger 
and more sweeping, till our political
contests will become a war of the poor
against the rich; a war constantly grow-
ing in intensity and bitterness.”17

Addressing these conservative op-
ponents, the progressive economists
sought to demonstrate that support 
for graduated taxes could be compat-
ible with traditional American notions
of equality and fairness. This required
½rst showing that critics had erroneous-
ly assumed that “progressive taxation
necessarily implies socialism and con-
½scation.” Citing David Wells’s writ-
ings explicitly, Seligman claimed, “[I]t 
is quite possible to repudiate absolute-
ly the socialistic theory of taxation and
yet at the same time advocate progres-
sion.”18

To do so, Seligman and his like-mind-
ed colleagues turned to marginal util-
ity analysis, an increasingly popular 
economic concept in the European and
American academy at the time. A vari-
ant of neoclassical economics, margin-
alism held that the value of a commod-
ity was based upon the subjective worth,
or utility, a consumer ascribed to it. This

value, in turn, depended upon how
much of the commodity the consum-
er already had. Each additional, or mar-
ginal, unit of a commodity, including
money, was believed to be of lesser val-
ue than the previous unit.19 The pro-
gressive tax theorists used the notion 
of the diminishing marginal utility of
money to contend that progressive taxa-
tion, in fact, entailed an equality of sac-
ri½ce among taxpayers. “Strict equality
of sacri½ce in the sense of relatively pro-
portional diminution of burden,” wrote
Seligman, “thus involves progressive
taxation.”20

The use of marginalism to decouple
graduated taxation from state socialism
may have persuaded some critics. But
the reform-minded economists faced 
a more amorphous, though equally for-
midable, kind of opposition from the po-
litical left, where the populist attraction
to Henry George’s single-tax theory dis-
tracted important constituencies away
from the progressive tax reform move-
ment. In defusing this opposition, the
tax theorists attempted to debunk the
amateur economic analysis conducted
by George and his disciples and to un-
mask the “ultra conservative” social 
theory that underpinned George’s call
for a single-tax on land. 

In his enormously popular 1879 book,
Progress and Poverty, and in other writ-
ings, Henry George advocated for a 
levy only on increases in land value–
a single-tax on what George referred 
to as the “unearned increment” of ap-
preciated land. George’s idea quickly
captured the imagination of contempo-
rary social movements. As early as 1885,
Richard Ely observed that “tens of thou-
sands of laborers have read Progress and
Poverty, who have never before looked
between the two covers of an economic
book.”21



Henry George and the single-tax ap-
pealed to a variety of grassroots, populist
groups as an attack on land speculators
and monopolists. Yet as the progressive
economists noted, the single-tax in par-
ticular and George’s political philosophy
in general were premised on a conserva-
tive, if not reactionary, view of individ-
ualism. George argued that the fruits 
of individual labor belonged to the indi-
vidual and the state had very little role 
to play in economic or social matters 
beyond levying a single-tax on land. At
its core, George’s single-tax appeared 
to be a narrow application of the bene-
½ts principle: landowners owed a duty
to the state because it was the state that
protected the private property rights of
landowners.

The tax experts not only ridiculed
George as an “unscienti½c” amateur,
they also denounced the single-tax as 
an infeasible solution to the many ills 
of modern industrialism. At the 1890
American Social Science Association’s
conference dedicated to the single-tax,
Seligman joined other professional po-
litical economists in berating George’s
“schemes” as “repugnant to our moral
sense and repellant to our logic.” Simi-
larly, Ely depicted George as “an ultra
conservative, for he does not believe in
taxes at all, but holds them to be rob-
bery. . . . The truth is, there is in modern
society no such individual production 
as Mr. George assumes. What have I 
produced alone and unaided? Noth-
ing.”22 In sum, nearly all professional
tax experts loathed George’s single-tax
as a hopelessly reactionary panacea.

If the progressive economists did not
take George’s analysis of taxation seri-
ously, they were compelled to contend
with other forces on the political left ad-
vocating for a more radically redistribu-
tive ½scal system. American socialists,
pointing to the experience of European

nations, called for steeply graduated
taxes on income and wealth as a means
to confront the growing disparity of
wealth and opportunity that accompa-
nied industrial capitalism. The progres-
sive tax reformers responded that Amer-
ican political culture posed serious insti-
tutional constraints on the adoption of
European-style social democracy in the
United States. Even Seligman, who dis-
credited bene½ts theory because it elided
the social connections between citizens
and their state, recoiled at the implica-
tions of radically redistributive tax laws
and policies: 

From the principle that the state may
modify its strict ½scal policy by consid-
erations of general utility, to the princi-
ple that it is the duty of the state to re-
dress all inequalities of fortune among 
its private citizens, is a long and danger-
ous step. It would land us not only in so-
cialism, but practically in communism.23

By operating between the two oppos-
ing political camps–between the con-
servative critics who equated graduated
taxes with socialism and the populist re-
formers who advanced a seemingly more
radical form of taxation–tax reformers
sought to demonstrate that progressive
taxation was, in fact, an assault on privi-
lege and concentrations of wealth that
did not amount to a move toward state
socialism. This was no easy task. It re-
quired the progressive tax theorists to
stake out a fragile intermediary position
that subsequently afforded lawmakers
and policy analysts an opportunity to
make the existing system of public ½-
nance more transparent and fair, with-
out threatening the fundamental pre-
rogatives of American political culture.

The Supreme Court’s decision striking
down the 1894 tax law gave reformers an
opportunity to forge their intermediary
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position. Although the decision was a
formidable institutional obstacle, it did
not mark the end of the progressive tax
reform movement; instead, it galvan-
ized tax activists to seek a constitution-
al amendment nullifying the Court’s
holding. Rati½cation of the Sixteenth
Amendment was a long and arduous
process, and the progressive econo-
mists played a key role in convincing
state legislators of the amendment’s
popular appeal. In 1913, soon after the
amendment’s ½nal rati½cation, the fed-
eral government adopted the country’s
½rst permanent progressive income 
tax. With relatively high exemption 
levels and moderately graduated rates,
this tax law initially affected only a 
small fraction of the U.S. population 
and raised little revenue. But the law 
led the way in the rise of a new ½scal
order.24

Ultimately, the moderate theoretical
and political position taken by the pro-
gressive tax experts influenced lawmak-
ers. As Congressman Cordell Hull (D-
Tennessee), one of the chief architects 
of the 1913 law, explained: “I have no 
disposition to tax wealth unnecessar-
ily or unjustly, but I do believe that the
wealth of the country should bear its 
just share of the burden of taxation and
that it should not be permitted to shirk
that duty.”25 For reformers and lawmak-
ers, then, progressive taxation implied
that wealth in an industrial society was 
a social product, and that the distribu-
tion of social obligations ought to bear
some resemblance to the distribution 
of social rewards.

Despite modest beginnings, the fed-
eral government soon vigorously em-
ployed its newfound ½scal powers. In
response to World War I, the govern-
ment established a series of revenue 
laws that dramatically expanded the
scale and scope of the national tax 

system. The sheer demand for war-
time revenue was certainly an impor-
tant determinant of this ½scal revolu-
tion, but the progressive theorists’ con-
cerns about social justice and the dis-
tributional impact of American tax 
laws were equally signi½cant. Building
on the progressive economists’ concep-
tual foundation, U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment of½cials, many of whom were
lawyers, sought to highlight the impor-
tance of ½scal citizenship to the ½nanc-
ing of the war. These lawyers-turned-
government administrators attempted
to ensure that the physical sacri½ces
made by those who fought the war were
matched by ½scal sacri½ces from the af-
fluent, who often bene½ted from the ro-
bust war economy. The astronomically
high marginal and effective income tax
rates, and the enactment of an inheri-
tance tax and innovative levies on war-
time business pro½ts, illustrated that a
new “soak-the-rich” form of taxation
was taking shape. Indeed, by the end of
the war levies on income and pro½ts had
come to dominate federal revenues.26

Although the World War I tax system
was scaled back as part of the general
retrenchment of the 1920s, the Progres-
sive Era foundation of the graduated in-
come tax remained remarkably resilient,
and thus provided subsequent reform-
ers with a conceptual base upon which
to build. Another world war would trig-
ger the second major transformation in
twentieth-century American tax policy,
replacing the existing “class tax” with a
“mass tax” that reached a broad swath of
middle-class wage earners.27 But by the
end of the 1920s, the intellectual, emo-
tional, and cultural spade work had been
accomplished; the foundations of a new
½scal polity were ½rmly established.

The new ½scal order that emerged at
the turn of the century was by no means
a radical system of wealth redistribution,
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nor was it merely a conservative bul-
wark against more dramatic reform.
Instead, the modern American ½scal
state that emerged in the early twen-
tieth century dramatically altered the
distribution of ½scal burdens along 
the lines of both class and region. In 
the process, this new polity fundamen-
tally reconstituted the meaning of mod-
ern citizenship, the existing regime of

American statecraft, and the range of
possibilities for robust government ac-
tion. This transformation was, ultimate-
ly, a quali½ed success. Although it did
not go as far as some social democratic
reformers had envisioned, this new ½s-
cal polity laid the foundation for and
held the promise of a new, more pro-
gressive American state.
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Experience has lessons to impart. Its
ability to teach, however, turns on our
willingness to learn. Attending to the
lessons of human experience brought
American pragmatists of the nineteenth
century to a new conception of philoso-
phy, one that embraced the fallibilism
that had long de½ned the natural sci-
ences. It led them back to the abiding
existential questions that underpinned
the Wisdom Traditions of the past in
order to explore the personal, social, 
and political trials of the present. These
thinkers established a new intellectual
tradition that allows us to “learn from
experience.”1

Classical pragmatism stood against 
the prevailing current of European phi-
losophy, which continued to be motivat-
ed by Immanuel Kant’s insistence that
philosophy should be concerned with
the limits and conditions of “pure rea-
son,” that is, reason devoid of empiri-
cal content. In contrast, American intel-
lectuals such as Charles Sanders Peirce,
William James, Jane Addams, Ella Ly-
man Cabot, and John Dewey held that
philosophy should concern itself with
the messiness of human meaning, which
James acknowledged as “various, tan-

gled and painful.” Philosophy ought to
be understood, they thought, as the re-
sult of human beings thinking through
the meaningful questions of living as
embodied, thoughtful organisms. These
questions can never be purely cerebral;
they are laden with emotion, careful-
ly negotiated in daily life, and pressed
upon us in moments of personal and
social crisis–always, therefore, empir-
ically conditioned and experiential. Ex-
perience was to replace pure reason as
American pragmatism’s enduring lode-
stone. 

Pragmatism took the reconstruction 
of experience as its principal task: the
only way to respond effectively to the di-
lemma that philosophy faced in the early
years of the twentieth century. In 1907,
William James called it the “present di-
lemma,” but it now is more accurate to
call it a perennial one. It is the crisis that
philosophy faces when it jeopardizes its
own relevance. Academic philosophy
has spent the better part of the past 
century earning a deservedly bad repu-
tation. Since the time of Socrates and
Aristophanes, philosophy has been ac-
cused of being only loosely tethered to
the world of human affairs, and today
the string appears to have been severed
completely. As Dewey noted in 1917, 
the “recovery of philosophy” is only
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possible if philosophers are willing to
take a stand with the sciences, and a
variety of other academic disciplines, 
on the ground of human experience. 

Experience: the term reverberates as 
a noun, a verb, and ultimately as a com-
mand. While Bertrand Russell, echoing
the sentiment of traditional empiricism,
reduced experience to a description of
“sense-data,” the classical pragmatists
insisted that human experience is de-
½ned by a particular qualitative dimen-
sion; by its purpose, effect, and the liv-
ing memory of past experiences. Expe-
rience is not merely something under-
gone, but also, and always, something
actively done. Dewey’s Experience and
Nature (1925) suggests that a human be-
ing, like any other organism, continu-
ally transacts with its natural surround-
ings, and this observation serves as the
starting point of pragmatic naturalism.
For human beings, however, Dewey
presents this natural transaction not as 
a mere fact of existence, but an ongoing
question concerning the transaction’s
origin, history, process, and destination. 

While pragmatism maintained a sci-
enti½c bearing, it was quite careful not 
to succumb to scientism. Dewey, ame-
nable to the studies of psychology, biol-
ogy, and early cognitive neuroscience,
nonetheless held that these disciplines
did not give us absolute answers, only
useful perspectives on the variety and
novelty that de½ne our transactions 
with the affairs of nature. James, the
father of experimental psychology in
America, conceded, “[E]xperience as 
we know, has ways of boiling over and
making us correct our present formu-
las.”2 Following his father Benjamin
Peirce, C. S. Peirce made a name in
mathematics and physics before cul-
tivating a reputation in philosophy. 
He studied under the foremost mathe-
maticians and physicists of the nine-

teenth century, but the young Peirce still
concluded, “[W]ithout beating longer
round the bush . . . experience is our only
teacher.”3 At times this teacher seems to
know only one pedagogical method: the
often painful process of trial and error. 

Modern philosophy, beginning with
Descartes, had been de½ned by the
search for absolute and enduring prin-
ciples that might serve as the founda-
tion of human knowledge. In contrast,
Peirce echoed Ralph Waldo Emerson 
by suggesting that experience happens 
as a “series of surprises” and continual-
ly–inevitably–de½es the theories and
principles that attempt to describe it.4
Peirce’s anti-foundationalism, however,
did not signal the ultimate bankruptcy 
of the empirical and theoretical sciences.
Unlike many relativists of the twentieth
century, he did not regard uncertainty
and fallibility as postulates that proved
the futility of analytic disciplines; rath-
er, insights achieved in the midst of in-
quiry kept these disciplines on the move.
“The pragmatist knows,” wrote Peirce,
“that doubt is an art which has to be ac-
quired through dif½culty.”5 The belief
that doubt is not something given, but
something carefully acquired, distin-
guishes him from strains of contem-
porary relativism, as well as the unbri-
dled skepticism that de½ned the Carte-
sian system. The Cambridge pragma-
tists dismissed the radical doubt of Des-
cartes, insisting that meaningful skep-
ticism could never be cultivated ex situ,
beyond the constraints of a pressing 
and immediate situation. 

Indeed the situation, indeterminate
and confused, provides the occasion for
genuine philosophic inquiry. Dewey ex-
plains, “[T]o set up a problem that does
not grow out of an actual situation is to
start on a course of dead work,” and to
arrive rather quickly at the dead end 
of “busy work.” Dewey’s observation



changed the ground rules for philoso-
phy. No longer were thinkers meant to
retreat to their salons and ivory towers
in order to raise questions that would
never be negotiated in the world of ex-
perience. Instead they were challenged
to engage the world and set upon prob-
lems, in order to face questions that
ought to be negotiated–no small chal-
lenge. This is never simply a matter of
uncovering a question that lays in wait
for us. According to Dewey, determin-
ing a “problematic situation” is an ac-
tive process of creation and discovery. 
A problem arises in the midst of investi-
gation and serves as the pivot between
the indeterminacy of the present state
and the determinacy that one seeks as
the end of inquiry. Once a problem is
identi½ed, James suggests that we are
able to “unstiffen all our theories, lim-
ber them up and set each one to work.”6

Not surprisingly, the growing num-
ber of non-philosophers who claim the
title of “pragmatist” often do so in light
of comments such as James’s, which in-
dicate that theoretical progress ought to
be measured in terms of it instrumen-
tal consequences. Pragmatism gets stuff
done, and if one’s thought effects any
type of change in the “real world,” then
that thinker is a pragmatist–or so the
story goes. However, this version of the
story misconstrues the meaning of prag-
matism and jeopardizes the future of 
the tradition in America. Dewey, James,
and Peirce did not advocate unreflective
instrumentalism. When James suggests
that we set our theories to work, he does
not suggest that we ram abstract expla-
nations into the face of a relatively unac-
commodating world. The world, not our
theories, will inevitably win in this sort
of confrontation. Instead, James under-
stood abstract concepts as adaptive in-
struments that can, for the time being,
help individuals and their communities

negotiate the twists and turns of experi-
ence. Pragmatism entails the cultivation
of a sensitivity to our surroundings, both
local and remote. James echoes Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s insistence that we at-
tune ourselves to the “slightest sensorial
nuance.” In this respect, certainty and
truth are not relative terms, but provision-
al guides that help us “feel out” the tran-
sient flow of experience and the possibil-
ity that it affords. 

Human experience is transient; its 
lessons are fleeting. For all of its un-
certainty, experience assures us of one
thing: it will be over soon. This is the
hardest teaching that experience has 
to offer, and it is the enduring one
around which the history of Western
philosophy has turned. American prag-
matism could not make human experi-
ence central to its philosophy without
attending to the torturous course of
experience and its starkly abrupt end.
James, along with his colleague Josiah
Royce, sought to re-center philosophy
around the hard fact of human ½nitude. 

Early American thinkers, such as Rog-
er Williams (1603–1683) and Jonathan
Edwards (1703–1758), established hu-
man fragility and terminality as focal
points of their respective philosophies.
By the 1890s, as pragmatism began to 
hit its stride, life in New England had
grown considerably easier, but human
½nitude remained fodder for American
thinkers. Ella Lyman Cabot, a philoso-
pher who worked closely with Royce 
and James at the turn of the century, 
put it thus: “What is our Life? A sleep
and a forgetting, a happy rising and a
painful setting.”7 Cabot knew that the
experience of life is the all-too-hasty
process of dying. And she understood, 
as Plato suggests in the Phaedo, that phi-
losophy at its best is principally con-
cerned with the process of dying well. 

Dædalus  Spring 2009 65

Pragmatism
& the les-
sons of 
experience



66 Dædalus  Spring 2009

John Jacob
Kaag

What Cabot knew only in theory,
Royce knew ½rsthand, having been
raised in near-poverty in Grass Valley,
California. He made it to Harvard, but
remained at the margins of the intel-
lectual clique there. He continues to
remain at the margins of contempo-
rary treatments of American pragma-
tism, too, in part because he respond-
ed to the problem of human ½nitude 
by developing “an absolute idealism,” 
a synthesis of Christian theology and
Hegelian system-building that ran
counter to the methodological novel-
ty of the pragmatic tradition. Whereas
Royce maintained the necessity of an
absolute God, the pragmatic method
self-consciously eschewed such ideas.
Royce did, though, influence pragma-
tism in general and James in particular 
in at least two respects. 

First, Royce’s existential insight re-
garding the human condition–his ac-
knowledgment of the ephemeral and
tragic character of human experience
–helped temper the forward-looking
optimism often associated with what
would come to be known as Deweyian
instrumentalism. Writing in 1894, Cab-
ot reflected on the difference in tem-
perament between Dewey and Royce: 

Dewey perhaps understates what Royce
dwells on too much–the storm-stress as-
pects of life. Dewey’s attitude is tremen-
dously healthy . . . and he is not without
feeling and appreciation as the half-unin-
tentional touches in his books show. But
could he possibly have such a wide sym-
pathy as Royce with mystics and romanti-
cists? Could he be as fair to them as Royce
is? And if not is his position the best one!
A healthy scorn for all things abstract and
spiritual is a bracing tonic, but passion
and pathos and the tragedy and mystery
. . . must be met with understanding criti-
cism not mere condemnation.8

Most pragmatists resisted the in-
grained, often destructive symptoms 
of Christian ideology of nineteenth-
century America, setting themselves
against fanaticism of all forms and 
the stultifying effects that dogma had 
on individuals and their communities.
Royce, aware of the pitfalls of institu-
tionalized religion, recognized the valu-
able role that religion has, for better and
for worse, played in the lives of individ-
uals; this was Royce’s second contri-
bution to the pragmatic tradition. In 
his diary of 1873, several years prior to
meeting Royce, James reflects on this
value: “Religion in its most abstract
expression may be de½ned as the af½r-
mation that all is not vanity.”9 Vanity,
the grim prospect that our limited ef-
forts come to naught, de½nes large
swathes of human experience. In spite 
of this fact, we doggedly, triumphantly,
often irrationally marshal on. James 
was fascinated by this determination.
His close interaction with Royce en-
couraged him to face the challenge 
of adjusting pragmatism to account 
for the full range and depth of human
experience, an experience willfully
embraced despite its inevitable limita-
tions. According to James, pragmatism
was to make philosophy more “tough-
minded,” more scienti½c, experiential
and empirically grounded. Yet pragma-
tism was also to preserve the “tender-
minded” temperament which was keen-
ly attuned to the existential situation to
which religion responds and the action-
able belief that religion entails–namely
that life is worth living. 

But is it? In his 1895 article, “Is Life
Worth Living?” James keeps the answer
to that question intentionally vague:
“Maybe.” For the pragmatist, religious
belief is an open question or possibility,
not a promise. Maybe there is afterlife;
maybe there is a transcendent spiritual
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reality; maybe there is redemption to
our suffering. James’s audience was dis-
appointed by his ambiguity, but he ex-
plained that scienti½c life has much to
do with “maybes,” and human life on
the whole has everything to do with
them. Scienti½c advancement, political
revolution, social reform, evolutionary
adaptation, psychological treatment: all
turn upon a “maybe,” a risky possibility
that things may turn out otherwise. Why
should we expect more certitude from
religious beliefs? 

Just as fallibilism does not have to
threaten scienti½c inquiry, existential
risk does not cut short life’s broader
projects in which human beings seek
meaning. To the contrary, only by risk-
ing ourselves in an encounter with pos-
sibility do we broaden our projects and
ourselves. Possibility exists at the bor-
der of selfhood, a permeable, indeter-
minate, precarious region that individ-
uals explore at their own peril. The dan-
ger is real, but so, too, are the meaning-
ful alternatives that can only be found 
in this experiential borderland. In “Cir-
cles,” Emerson sets the groundwork 
for a pragmatic conception of selfhood:
“There is no outside, no enclosing wall,
no circumference to us.”10 This com-
ment can cut in one of two directions,
both of which provided fruitful avenues
for thinkers such as James, Dewey, and
Addams. 

First, Emerson suggests that experi-
ence is essentially open-ended, a fact
that corresponds to a metaphysical po-
sition that holds that the universe itself
is not bounded by a set of determinable
limits. Pragmatism maintains that there
is neither a single god’s-eye view to be
sought nor a totalizing divine force to be
worshiped. If anything is to be consid-
ered sacred, it is time itself, the medium
through which individual humans work
out the creative business of living. Sec-

ond, Emerson points to the fact of con-
tinuity; there are no walls that inherent-
ly cordon off the ground of experience.
This openness is at once an invitation 
for communion and conversation. 

The fact that modernity continues to
be de½ned by disciplinary, interpersonal,
and experiential divides has nothing to
do with experience itself, but rather with
the rigid conceptual schemes that indi-
viduals habitually employ, often to poor
effect, in understanding their respective
worlds. When an individual peers over
these self-imposed walls, James believes
that one catches sight of “a universe . . .
that possesses in its own right a concate-
nated or continuous structure.”11 When
this individual ventures beyond the nar-
row con½nes of self-de½nition, there is
the chance to experience this relation-
al world, with all of its subtle and novel
connections, as one’s own. Failing to
venture, according to Emerson, consti-
tutes “the only sin,” for it forfeits the po-
tentiality that quietly resides at the heart
of being human. It is in this sense that
“experience” is not only a description,
but also an imperative. 

If failing to recognize fertile possibil-
ities in one’s own life is a sin, it follows
that individuals have a moral obligation
to foster communities and societies 
that provide the vistas and pathways by
which individuals can explore their own
experiential frontiers. This is the conclu-
sion that drove classical pragmatists into
a variety of academic disciplines in order
to develop living networks that embody
this ideal. It led Peirce to a new vision of
science as the cooperative processes of a
certain type of community. In the 1890s,
John Dewey extended Peirce’s insight
concerning group dynamics in order to
place educational and democratic theory
on a new footing. Jane Addams followed
suit a decade later by employing it in es-
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tablishing the early peace movement 
and cultivating social reform in Chica-
go. George Herbert Mead, Addams’s 
colleague in the 1920s, adjusted this an-
gle of vision in order to develop the ba-
sis for a signi½cant branch of modern
sociology. 

At the core of the pragmatic under-
standing of community are three relat-
ed tenets, all of which stem from expe-
rience: interpretation, pluralism, and
loyalty. Experience does not come ready-
made as discrete points of sense-data,
but rather blooms with meaning as indi-
viduals tend it in the process of careful
interpretation. According to Peirce, nei-
ther meaning nor truth are simply mat-
ters of objective fact, but rather matters
of inter-subjective interpretation. It is 
in this sense that he states, “Nature is a
book which science interprets.”12 This 
is not to say that the ½ndings of science
are the stuff of whim and fancy. Genu-
ine interpretation always points to an
object that is being interpreted. In the
case of nature, the object of interpreta-
tion is never wholly stable, but this dy-
namic object can, and does, serve as the
ground on which science makes its col-
lective ½ndings. According to Peirce, 
the “dynamical object” provides the 
limits, but also the enabling conditions,
for scienti½c interpretation. The limits
of interpretation are set by nature but
also by the course of human history.
Even the most novel interpretation de-
pends on convention–the history of
past interpretations–for its commu-
nicability. The pragmatists appropriat-
ed the long-held understanding of aes-
thetic taste as being conveyed in a com-
mon sense, and claimed that it might
provide a systematic organization for 
the sciences. 

Pragmatic common sense is a curious-
ly flexible benchmark. It expands, con-
tracts, and evolves under the pressure of

current circumstance, in accord with the
living struggles of the present. At every
moment, its emergence, like the devel-
opment of natural selection, depends 
on the precondition of variation. With-
out a variety of perspectives, the scien-
ti½c community would be ill-equipped
to deal with the indeterminacy of novel
situations. The pragmatic concern for
pluralism is not merely an issue of con-
venience or expediency, but one of expe-
riential honesty. If we are honest with
experience, we cannot neglect its variety
of forms, each with its own qualitative
dimension. It is impossible to anticipate
which perspective will prove fortuitous
in the course of human inquiry. “For-
tuitous” variation is only identi½ed in
hindsight; in the midst of development
there is only variation tout court and its
continual engagement with experiential
realities. 

Interpretation and pluralism serve 
as the drivers of pragmatic inquiry, but
thinkers such as Royce and James knew
that these ideas lacked power without
the energy of loyalty, or the will to be-
lieve. Pragmatism hoped to redeploy 
the notion of loyalty, often associated
with the willingness to adopt the cause
of a particular or exclusive group. In so
doing, it maintained that the identi½ca-
tion of individual interests with com-
munal projects could, and should, be
inclusive and seek the greatest degree 
of participation without compromis-
ing the personal stakes that underpin 
the lives of individuals. 

In the 1930s, at a time when rigid ideo-
logical categories de½ned international
and domestic affairs, John Dewey con-
tinued to express a loyalty to cultural
and political pluralism. Pluralism, a vi-
tal lesson of experience, was not to re-
main hide-bound in lecture halls and li-
braries, but let loose and enacted in the
public square. While Peirce and James



celebrated diversity primarily in theo-
ry, Dewey and Addams translated this
celebration into projects of social activ-
ism. In so doing, they began to make
pragmatism truly practical. As a found-
ing member of the American Civil Lib-
erties Union (aclu) and the National
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (naacp), Dewey main-
tained, “[A] progressive society counts
individual variations as precious since 
it ½nds in them the means of its own
growth.”13 He continually, if not unerr-
ingly, sought to honor, encounter, and
foster diversity, taking the message of
Democracy and Education to Japan and
China in 1919; seeking education re-
form in Turkey in 1924 and in the Sovi-
et Union in 1928; and chairing the Dew-
ey Commission in 1936, which aimed 
to engage and critique the growth of au-
thoritarianism in Communist Russia. 

Dewey’s intent as a public intellec-
tual, however, was not to set “freedom 
on the march,” but to explore careful-
ly and humbly those political frontiers 
that remained uncharted. His initial en-
dorsement of American intervention-
ism in World War I quickly shifted in
light of the experiential realities that
emerged after the military confronta-
tion. In a remark that remains disturb-
ingly prescient, Dewey maintained 
that the war (and the subsequent peace)
failed, to the extent that it prioritized
abstract ideals over experiential evi-
dence: 

[The United States] took into the war 
our sentiment, our attachment to moral
sentiment . . . our pious optimism as to 
the inevitable victory of the “right,” our
childish belief that physical energy can 
do the work that only intelligence can 
do, our evangelical hypocrisy that mor-
als and ideals have a self-propelling and
self-executing capacity.14

The ideals of freedom and pluralism 
can neither march on their own nor be
dictated to a foreign population. At best,
they can be embodied in diplomatic mis-
sions that seek to expose alternatives
and possibilities indigenous to experi-
ence and that might be cooperatively
negotiated. 

Advocating a genuinely pragmatic ap-
proach to foreign policy is dif½cult in a
nation of ideals. It becomes nearly im-
possible when exceptionalism and na-
tionalism are among these ideals. Jane
Addams learned this lesson the hard
way. Having been quicker than Dewey 
to denounce U.S. military involvement
in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury, Addams was deemed “the most
dangerous woman in America” by The-
odore Roosevelt in 1917. In a time of 
war, cooperation was a subversive act.
Her work with the Women’s Peace Par-
ty stemmed directly from the social re-
form that Addams spearheaded at Hull
House beginning in 1889. Addams sug-
gested that instead of traveling abroad 
in order to experience genuine differ-
ence, one needed only open her eyes 
and step through any doorway in nine-
teenth-century Chicago, just beyond 
the stereotypes that bar the way of mu-
tual understanding. The settlement
house movement that Addams initiat-
ed was unique in its approach to cultur-
al difference and took pragmatism not
only as its intellectual touchstone, but 
as an enduring way of life. 

Working among the immigrant poor
of Chicago led Addams to recognize
“lessons of experience” that could never
be replicated in the elite academic cen-
ters of the Northeast. Residents of Hull
House emphasized the value of local di-
versity, the unique relation that individ-
uals living in close quarters had to lan-
guage, ethnicity, gender, and class differ-
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ences. Addams reinforced the pragmat-
ic thesis that experience is never had 
at a distance, but only in the intimate
familiarity of local and provincial cir-
cumstances. Today, provincialism has
the connotations of restriction and nar-
row perspective. Addams, however, sug-
gested that fostering democratic prac-
tices must begin at home, in the neigh-
borhoods and locales where experien-
tial knowledge takes place. She endorsed
provincialism for countering the broad
and damaging generalizations that ac-
company and exacerbate the tensions 
of class and race. Pragmatism was, after
all, a middle-range theory that aimed to
clip the wings of abstract concepts in
order to ground philosophy in the par-
ticularities of everyday life. Twenty Years
at Hull House roots Addams’s pragmatic
commitment in the ability and enthusi-
astic willingness to live amidst concrete
issues of difference. Describing the resi-
dents of a settlement house, she writes,
“They must be content to live quietly
side by side with their neighbors, until
they grow into a sense of relationship
and mutual interests.”15

Just as Emerson suggested that being
quiet was necessary to attune oneself 
to the “slightest sensorial nuance,” Ad-
dams held that a type of active receptivi-
ty was integral to identifying the subtle
needs of a diverse community. The prag-
matic desire to identify mutual interests
stood against a bureaucratic imposition
of projects and purposes on a given com-
munity. Handling social difference is
never a matter of dictation and assimila-
tion, but rather the careful process of in-
tegration in which ideals are recast in
order to accommodate the widest range
of living realities. This sort of accommo-
dation and integration provided the ba-
sis for the social progressive movement
on the whole, and more particularly, the
pragmatic conception of meliorism. 

This approach to thoughtful living 
and social reform seems so dif½cult, 
so ambiguous, so complicated. So why 
bother? This is perhaps the most dif½-
cult question that philosophy ever has 
to confront. Cabot repeatedly faced the
challenges entailed in thinking, work-
ing, and living pragmatically. Being at-
tentive to experience, and more speci½-
cally, being wide-eyed to the experience 
of others, caused Cabot to suffer from
what she called a type of “moral sleep-
lessness.” After a trip to Hull House in
the early 1890s, Cabot began to formu-
late her reasons for bearing the sleep-
lessness that attends the social and polit-
ical projects of pragmatism. She wrote,
“[T]he art of living is becoming other
people.”16 This pithy statement lends
itself to two interpretative frames. First,
individuals participate in the “art of liv-
ing” to the extent that they continually
and creatively expand their experiential
horizons. In effect, each of us engages 
in a process of self-discovery, uncover-
ing broader, deeper, and more intricate
aspects of ourselves. Second, this pro-
cess of self-discovery depends on an
individual’s ability to ½nd oneself in a
wider community of interpretation. 
The cultivation of selfhood is never 
an isolated affair, but an interpersonal
project of integrating a variety of pur-
poses and interests. Our empathetic 
and careful involvement with others
always determines the extent to which
we “become other people.” 

“What the true de½nition of Pragma-
tism may be, I ½nd it very hard to say.”17

Peirce was correct when he penned these
words in 1903, yet somehow it’s become
easier than ever to say, quite con½dently,
“I am a pragmatist.” What exactly are
we saying when we claim to be pragma-
tists? When William James addressed
this question in his 1907 Lowell Lectures,
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he concluded that this American intel-
lectual tradition was “a new name for
some old ways of thinking.” Today it 
is no longer a new name. Indeed prag-
matism seems rather worn down, a 
tool damaged by use and misuse. Like
any instance of jargon, “pragmatism”
risks becoming an old name with a for-
gotten history. 

Genuinely reviving this American
philosophical tradition depends on 
our ability to retrace and extend var-

ious ways of thinking through experience.
Pragmatism is dif½cult to de½ne because
it is not one thing. It bespeaks ways, di-
rections, and pathmarks that guide us 
in traversing the rough terrain of the ex-
periential landscape. In its attempt to
reclaim the original meaning of philo-
sophia, a relatively small group of Amer-
ican thinkers began to do just that, giv-
ing voice to the enduring lessons that
only experience has to offer.
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The pillars of the “urban renewal or-
der,” shorthand for an interlocking set 
of social policies since the 1940s, were
crumbling fast by the 1960s. Urban pop-
ulations, especially in Western Europe,
the United States, and Canada, sudden-
ly no longer wanted the variety of once
progressive-minded public programs it
encompassed: highways through cities,
demolitions aimed at clearing “blighted”
or “gray” areas, redevelopment for pub-
lic housing superblocks and other mega-
projects. A slum in the eyes of a planner,
it turned out, was often a resident’s cher-
ished homestead, and soon proponents
of the City of Tomorrow ran up against
increasing opposition. The fall of the
urban renewal order was driven from
below, to be sure; but the ideology of
this grassroots uprising was not clearly
drawn from the traditional left or right.
Yet in its wake opened a fleeting concep-
tual space, where the fate of urban plan-
ning and policy–even urban life in gen-
eral–could be debated and reconsid-
ered, sometimes quite radically. 

Striking experiments in citizen partic-
ipation, or “advocacy planning,” took
root in Anglo-American urbanism in the
1960s and 1970s, often in the very neigh-
borhoods that were threatened by “the

federal bulldozer.” In districts like Lon-
don’s Covent Garden, Toronto’s St. Law-
rence Neighborhood, and New York’s
West Village, citizens attempted to make
city planning–and by extension urban
life–more democratic and equitable,
putting forward their own proposals 
to counter the sweeping urban renewal
plans imposed by government or private
developers. Each of the counterpropos-
als, while not always successfully real-
ized, experimented with alternative
methods of meeting urban challenges–
mobility, preservation, growth, afford-
ability, and upgrading–and embodied
the aspirations and ideals of residents
who couldn’t be easily ignored. Such res-
idents rejected the authority of suppos-
edly impartial experts and liberal policy-
makers, whose pursuit of modernization
in the “public interest” seemed to come
at the expense of urban neighborhoods.

Ad hoc grassroots organizing proved
effective in stopping highway plans,
“slum” clearance proposals, and rede-
velopment schemes. But such victories
posed a follow-up question: must pop-
ular mobilization be only reactive? In
other words, couldn’t cities also be
planned from the grassroots? At a time
when the New Left was championing
the idea that “the people with the prob-
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lems are the people with the solutions,”
an emergent “New Left urbanism” em-
bodied hopes (in the end fleeting) for
urban renewal with a humane face.

Efforts to stop the construction of
highways through cities formed the ½rst
signi½cant wave of challenges to the ur-
ban renewal order. The second half of
the 1950s saw successful grassroots op-
position to plans for a freeway in San
Francisco along the Embarcadero wa-
terfront and a plan for a sunken artery
through Washington Square in Manhat-
tan, and by the 1960s, this “freeway
revolt” had spread to many American
cities. Robert Moses had predicted, dur-
ing the policy discussions that preceded
the national highway program, that the
portions of the network in dense urban
areas would be the most likely to stir re-
sistance. After all, unlike rural and sub-
urban ones, these urban freeways came
at the expense of large numbers of resi-
dences and businesses, negatively im-
pacting those least likely to use the new
roads and igniting a cultural clash over
an urban versus a suburban vision of
American life. It, too, was a clash be-
tween those who saw themselves as
needless victims–a contingent some-
times dismissed as nimby (“Not In 
My Backyard”) obstructionists–and
those who saw some local sacri½ces as
necessary for infrastructure meant to
serve the larger public good.1

These sacri½ces, however, weren’t
equitably distributed, with poor and
minority urban communities facing 
disproportionately higher numbers of
demolitions. In fact, Moses and other
advocates didn’t shy away from link-
ing urban highway construction to an-
other agenda within the urban renewal
order: the eradication of areas planners
deemed obsolete or “blighted.” Slum
clearance proposals frequently also 

were based upon the undesirability of 
an existing neighborhood, which was
condemned for its inherent character-
istics, and not simply as a casualty of
some larger public works project. It took
longer for residents to develop the con-
ceptual and tactical resources to chal-
lenge slum clearance schemes and de-
fend neighborhoods on their own terms,
to af½rm their worthiness in the face of 
a rhetoric of blight. Yet this did happen,
and by the early 1960s, pressure from
residents in New York neighborhoods
like Gramercy, Bellevue, and the West
Village forced a shift in rhetoric from
public of½cials, halted several speci½c
slum clearance proposals, and facilitated
the expansion of historic preservation
statutes to protect entire neighborhoods.
Unof½cially, this heralded a larger cul-
tural sea change in attitudes toward old
neighborhoods, evident by the 1970s in
phenomena like the revival of Brook-
lyn’s “brownstone belt” and a growing
enthusiasm for ½xing up homes in Vic-
torian districts more generally. (Inciden-
tally, these trends were reflected, respec-
tively, in two popular public television
programs born during the period, Sesa-
me Street, in 1969, and This Old House, in
1978.) Even the “ghetto” self-help phi-
losophies promoted by some minority
urban leaders at the time exhibited re-
lated themes of neighborhood defense 
and uplift.

Grassroots self-empowerment was
complemented by federal legislative
changes–Congressional amendments 
to housing legislation in 1959 and 1965,
and to the highway acts in 1962 and
1968–which revised the de½nitions of
urban renewal to include more resident
consultation and more physical rehabili-
tation. However, more assertive citizen
participation in urban planning was not
welcomed universally. As groups became
more savvy and effective at obstructing



proposals, unwanted projects could be
deliberately bogged down, eventually
killed, through mandated hearings and
court challenges–some resulting from
the very legislative changes and program
initiatives designed to encourage inclu-
sion; measures intended to defuse and
incorporate opposition often, inversely,
fanned it. Still, U.S. urbanites increas-
ingly believed that the sweeping powers
granted to government agencies under
the rubric of urban renewal had auth-
orized a kind of undemocratic monster.
Vigorous opposition, even gridlock,
seemed warranted to check such ty-
rannical abuse of power. 

While increasingly successful at op-
posing outside plans, citizen groups
were perhaps less vocal for measures
they supported, and practically none
could point to any successful propos-
als of their own devising. Defensive 
battles often obscured the real point:
that neighborhoods wanted to gain
some control to pursue their own con-
structive programs. In the early 1960s,
the New York traf½c commissioner
expressed a common criticism of the
negative tactics deployed so effective-
ly by a West Village neighborhood or-
ganization: “I have yet to hear of any-
thing in New York that that group is
for!” Indeed, the group in question, 
led by Jane Jacobs, deliberately chose 
to shelve its positive goals until after
renewal plans were defeated, for fear
they might be co-opted as tokens of
community participation. Some groups,
however, did not wait for the dust to 
settle before devising counterproposals;
they used them as rallying points against
of½cial plans. And many others took up
planning in the wake of victories. 

Community groups didn’t invent the
notion of democratizing the urban plan-
ning process. By the late 1940s and 1950s,

½gures such as Paul and Percival Good-
man, Peter and Alison Smithson, and
adherents of the British “townscape”
movement advocated a certain popu-
lism in design. Social scientists includ-
ing Herbert Gans, Marc Fried, Michael
Young, and Peter Willmott raised ques-
tions about how well the public was
served by urban renewal. And Jane Ja-
cobs’s 1961 book, The Death and Life of
Great American Cities, publicly challenged
the expertise professed by credentialed
urbanists; it granted a folk wisdom to
the various preferences of average city
dwellers, whose implicit rati½cation of
what worked seemed at odds with fash-
ionable planning prescriptions.2

The most relevant ideas, however,
were those that emerged from the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania’s Graduate
School of Fine Arts. Urbanists who stud-
ied and taught there in the 1950s were
riven by tensions between advocates 
of social scienti½c methodologies and
those who were concerned primarily
with urban design questions. Denise
Scott Brown, a graduate student who
emigrated from London to study at the
school in 1958, characterized the divide
as “analysts” versus “artists.” Those de-
bates were suddenly complicated, even
radicalized, by a newly aroused political
sensibility and the more activist posture
that accompanied it. Scott Brown re-
called witnessing at Penn what would
later be dubbed the New Left: 

Here, long before it was visible in other
places, was the elation that comes with 
the discovery and de½nition of a prob-
lem: poverty. The continued existence 
of poor people in America was a real dis-
covery for students and faculty in the late
1950s. The social planning movement en-
gulfed Penn’s planning department.3

That “social planning movement”
found its ½rst systematic expression 
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in Paul Davidoff, who came to Penn in
1956, initially as a planning student and
then as an instructor. Combining train-
ing from Yale Law School with a passion
for social justice, Davidoff saw urban
planning as a power struggle, a scramble
for scarce resources. In particular, he en-
visioned the planning process as some-
thing analogous to the adversarial sys-
tem of jurisprudence. Planners, he felt,
only deluded themselves by thinking
anyone could objectively identify and
pursue some sort of abstract public in-
terest. Instead, Davidoff saw only con-
tending forces–and often grossly un-
equal ones. The poor and otherwise dis-
enfranchised groups lacked a strong ad-
vocate in planning deliberations, and 
to rectify this, Davidoff imagined an
urbanist analogue to the public defend-
er–“advocacy planners”–who would
function more like community organiz-
ers, helping citizens of modest means 
to voice their concerns (usually their
opposition) about proposals sponsored
by politically or economically powerful
constituencies. Davidoff consequently
rejected ½ne arts training conventions,
like the design studio, as overly con-
cerned with aesthetics–as, in effect, 
too conservative or “imperial”; he pre-
ferred to sensitize planning students to
sources of social conflict like police bru-
tality. Together with his protégé, gradu-
ate student Thomas Reiner, he drafted 
a theoretical framework for a more po-
liticized approach to planning, publish-
ing a set of highly influential articles
over the early 1960s in the professional
journals read by urbanists.

As Davidoff was setting forth his rad-
ical theoretical analysis in Philadelphia,
pragmatic citizen groups in New York
City were ½nding their own routes to
something remarkably similar. Jane Ja-
cobs was a key ½gure in this respect, and
by 1962 she had already made three dis-

tinct, signi½cant interventions on the
urban scene: releasing her controversial
book The Death and Life of Great American
Cities in 1961; organizing her neighbor-
hood in opposition to a slum clearance
proposal for the West Village in 1961–
1962; and leading, beginning in 1962, a
citywide coalition to defeat the lower
Manhattan expressway plan. These three
dramatic strokes were each of lasting
importance for New York City, and per-
haps for urbanism generally. But all of
them were reactive, defensive maneuvers
against threats posed by unwelcome
policies. In a letter congratulating Ja-
cobs on her victories, Lewis Mumford
warned her against “improvising the
means of democratic expression each
time, at a heavy cost,” urging instead 
“a more permanent local organization”
than such ad hoc opposition could sup-
ply. Other city residents also sought
more durable protections, and they 
were increasingly willing to take proac-
tive, preventative actions against per-
ceived threats to neighborhood stability.
The historic preservation statutes being
enacted by the mid-1960s offered some
protection, but it was relatively super-
½cial–that is, exclusively architectural.
The time had come to offer some con-
crete alternatives on the social, econom-
ic, and political fronts as well. 

Jacobs and her like-minded neighbors
formalized their ad hoc opposition (the
Committee to Save the West Village)
into a permanent neighborhood associa-
tion, which allowed residents not only 
to set their own priorities, but also effec-
tively advocate for them. Most of these
goals proved relatively modest; among
½ve subcommittees listed in a 1962
newsletter were garbage clean-up, tree
planting, and property improvement.
But tucked innocently within this list
was a more ambitious aim: the creation
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of a working group to look into the 
possibilities for low-cost “experimen-
tal housing.” Including this project an-
nounced that the group intended to take
neighborhood development into its own
hands, challenging for dominance both
private market forces, like real estate
speculation, as well as those public agen-
cies hitherto delegated the authority for
making planning decisions. The com-
mittee also pointedly adopted a set of
inviolable principles in an effort to pur-
sue housing alternatives without engag-
ing in the standard operating procedures
of urban renewal: Title I “write-downs,”
eminent domain, condemnation, and
relocation.

The West Village boasted residents
with eclectic skills–from poets to long-
shoremen–and some of these proved
relevant to such a project. Jacobs herself
was certainly well-acquainted with the
politics and considerations involved in
planning, and her husband was a prac-
ticing architect. Nevertheless, the West
Village Committee eventually turned to
the architectural ½rm of Perkins & Will
to give ½nal form to the residents’ ideas.
Indeed, technical skills and professional
expertise, not to mention other key re-
sources like outside ½nancing and of½-
cial approval, were all necessary for the
ultimate success of any community pro-
posal. Yet the participatory process fun-
damental to the West Village Committee
ensured that residents’ goals and con-
cerns were incorporated into the proj-
ect from its inception. This was a direct
challenge to the urban planning status
quo.

After a year of preparatory work, the
committee’s proposal was unveiled on
the front page of The New York Times in
May 1963. The plan for “the West Village
Houses” envisioned a series of buildings
scattered along Washington Street sites,
where stretches of the elevated freight

tracks (a.k.a. the “high line”) of the New
York Central Railway had been demol-
ished. It proposed a handful of small,
½ve-story walk-up apartment buildings,
with orientation and scale meshed with
existing buildings, and with mixed retail
uses at street level. 

There were similar stirrings among
neighboring community groups on
Manhattan’s East Side. The Gramercy
Neighbors successfully rebuffed a slum
clearance proposal promoted by Robert
Moses in 1956, by advocating for reha-
bilitation instead of demolition. After
Moses shifted that scheme to a neigh-
boring community, the Bellevue South
Preservation Committee sought to rep-
licate his defeat, and local architects, 
led by Mitchell Saradoff, drafted an
elaborate counterproposal that empha-
sized in½ll construction with minimal
clearance. (In spite of this, the city con-
demned the Bellevue neighborhood in
1964.) Residents affected by an East Vil-
lage slum clearance proposal formed 
the Cooper Square Committee in 1959.
Echoing the West Villagers’ refusal to 
be displaced, the group developed an al-
ternative plan over the 1960s, with con-
sultation from mit-trained planner 
Walter Thabit.

Urbanists in academic and profes-
sional planning circles rushed to get
behind these grassroots developments,
with Paul Davidoff’s ideas providing 
the rationale. 1964 proved to be a criti-
cal year for this shift. Beginning that
year, Thomas Reiner devoted some of
his Penn classes to the plight of a Phil-
adelphia neighborhood facing destruc-
tion by a crosstown expressway along
South Street. (In 1968, that same com-
munity provided Denise Scott Brown’s
fledgling design ½rm with its ½rst com-
mission: the ½rm served, essentially, 
as the advocacy planners for the oppo-
sition groups.)
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Meanwhile, in Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, planning student Chester 
Hartman, sympathetic to Davidoff’s 
critiques of the overly aesthetic focus 
of studio training, had left the Harvard
Graduate School of Design to research 
a PhD on slum clearance in Boston’s
West End. In 1964 he became involved
with several Boston-area community
groups opposing the Inner Belt high-
way through Cambridge and urban re-
newal projects in Allston. He set up
Urban Planning Aid, Inc., a pro bono
advocacy planning practice with Lisa
Peattie, Robert Goodman, and others.
This “counter-planning force,” in 
Hartman’s words, assisted neighbor-
hoods including Roxbury and the 
South End.4

Also in 1964, C. Richard Hatch or-
ganized the Architects Renewal Com-
mittee in Harlem (arch), a neighbor-
hood-based advocacy planning ½rm 
led by young African American urban-
ists. Hatch was soon joined by J. Max
Bond, a Harvard-trained architect with
previous experience in France and Gha-
na, and eventually the staff grew to over
a dozen. The group’s initial projects in-
cluded advising tenants on their rights
and surveying the neighborhood’s hous-
ing stock, promoting both rehabilita-
tion and in½ll housing. Davidoff sat on
the arch board, a connection which 
the organization’s publications made
explicit: 

We at arch believe strongly in the advo-
cacy planning concept. We believe that
neighborhood involvement coupled with
technical sensitivity to community needs
is essential to the planning process if it is
to be at all relevant to Black and Spanish-
speaking people.5

One of arch’s leaders, Arthur Symes,
put it this way: “Architecture and plan-
ning are just too important to be omit-

ted from the lives of people who happen
to be poor.”

These assorted experiments in New
Left urbanism flourished not only be-
cause of a shift in the Zeitgeist, but also
because of the support of powerful pa-
trons (at least for a time). Private phi-
lanthropies, particularly the Ford Foun-
dation, provided early seed grants for
arch and other urban neighborhood
organizations. And from 1964 onward,
under various Great Society initiatives 
to tackle poverty, civil rights, and urban
problems, federal funds supported the
activities of numerous community or-
ganizers via the Labor Department’s
Of½ce of Economic Opportunity (oeo)
or the Model Cities program of the new-
ly formed Department of Housing and
Urban Development. When New York
City elected the liberal Republican John
Lindsay as a reform-oriented mayor in
1965, he championed measures to de-
volve power and accountability to
“neighborhood city halls,” and he lent
his support to the West Village Houses
in particular, helping the community
group obtain permits from unsympa-
thetic city of½cials.

Just as New Left urbanism gained
powerful political patrons at the local
and national levels, it also became en-
sconced in the major institutions of 
professional urbanists as well. In sum-
mer 1964, a group of activism-oriented
urbanists founded Planners for Equal
Opportunity (peo). Charter members
included Paul Davidoff, Herbert Gans,
Chester Hartman, Marshall Kaplan, and
Walter Thabit. peo immediately began
to agitate professional organizations,
training programs, and planning prac-
titioners for greater inclusiveness.6

In 1964, the planning program at
Brooklyn’s Pratt Institute gave commu-
nity advocacy its ½rst permanent institu-



tional role through a program, funded 
by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, to
consult residents in the Bedford-Stuyve-
sant neighborhood. By 1965, Penn had
abolished the traditional studio method
from its planning curriculum. In 1966,
Harvard decided to incorporate advo-
cacy planning into its curriculum, and
the Graduate School of Design asked
Chester Hartman to return as a facul-
ty member and set up the Urban Field
Service, a student version of his Urban
Planning Aid practice. 

Thus radical “anti-planning” advoca-
cy, once avant-garde, came to be seen as
mainstream, as traditional technocratic
expertise in urban policy fell into disre-
pute. This paralleled, and even slight-
ly anticipated, the eroding support for
the foreign policy of Secretary of De-
fense Robert McNamara and Washing-
ton’s “best and brightest”–no surprise
then that the student movement, so gal-
vanized by antiwar sentiment, took up
community planning as a complemen-
tary cause. As sit-ins on campuses na-
tionwide expressed grievances related 
to Vietnam, curricula, and governance,
they also frequently included the plight
of poor and minority residents from
their respective college towns. Advoca-
cy planning, with its theoretical roots 
in graduate schools of ½ne arts, and 
its practical beginnings in disparaged
neighborhoods, made its way into the
moral consciousness of the collegiate
middle class.

A high-water mark in popular support
can also signal the start of a receding
tide. Any full account of the major social
movements of the 1960s–student, anti-
war, women’s rights, and civil rights–
must incorporate the powerful backlash
that their more radical wings provoked.
Dramatic campus sit-ins, for example,
hardened ideological lines and alienated

many liberal faculty members from stu-
dents, and many whites took violent ur-
ban riots as justi½cation for abandon-
ing any sympathy for the plight of poor
blacks.

Advocacy planning was swept up in
the same shifting tides. There were cer-
tainly lasting achievements, large and
small: Mayor Lindsay endorsed Walter
Thabit’s Cooper Square alternative plan
in 1968; it was of½cially adopted by the
city in 1970. The Pratt Center’s commu-
nity work under Professor Ron Shiffman
continued uninterrupted for decades.
Other outcomes were more ambiguous:
arch helped organize opposition to Co-
lumbia University’s plans for redevelop-
ing Morningside Park into a campus ex-
tension; the protests succeeded in stop-
ping the project, though large-scale
counterproposals that arch developed
were never constructed. The West Vil-
lage Houses ½nally broke ground in 1974,
but of½cial foot-dragging and rising con-
struction costs had stripped the project
down to bare bones. Bankrupt by the
time the project was completed, the
community organization lost control 
of the development it had planned as 
the city foreclosed and passed owner-
ship to outside investors.

In Philadelphia, the South Street ex-
pressway proposal was eventually
dropped. Denise Scott Brown’s role as 
a consultant for the community’s anti-
crosstown ½ght had consisted primari-
ly of promoting appreciation for that
neighborhood’s messy vitality; in pub-
lic forums she prevailed on policy-mak-
ers to see the area as something to be
preserved rather than eradicated. She
did so by executing hardly any design
and very little planning, despite her ½ne
arts training. Of such advocacy plan-
ning she said, “Although it underrates
both artistry and analysis, it is really 
the only moral method of planning 
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and I have tried to follow it as a practi-
tioner.”7 However, almost no compara-
ble opportunities surfaced subsequently,
and her ½rm ultimately made its name
through designs for high-pro½le private
clients like Ivy League universities and
major cultural institutions. Neighbor-
hood groups, at least those in poor areas,
simply did not command the resources
to retain professional planners.

Just like public defenders, advocacy
planners, as Davidoff envisioned them,
would need to rely on the commitment
of public funding to sustain their activi-
ties on any permanent basis. Initially,
such funds were available as a result 
of various Great Society programs. But
policy intellectuals like Daniel Patrick
Moynihan soured on the ideal of “max-
imum feasible participation” that had
animated the oeo’s support for neigh-
borhood initiatives. Sporadic riots, sus-
tained rises in crime, and accompany-
ing fears of social decay helped feed a
sense of crisis and despair. Moynihan,
along with other influential “neocon-
servative” social scientists, including
Edward Ban½eld and Martin Anderson,
suggested that issues surrounding ra-
cialized urban poverty might fare bet-
ter under a policy of “benign neglect.”
President Nixon obliged, declaring, 
in 1973, a general moratorium on pub-
lic housing outlays and related urban
spending, and, by 1974, ending pro-
grams like Model Cities and the oeo.
Some urban aid continued in the form 
of “block grants,” but advocacy plan-
ning initiatives could no longer count 
on signi½cant federal funds. Mean-
while, Mayor John Lindsay’s propos-
als for empowering neighborhoods
through “little city halls” were consis-
tently frustrated by resistance from 
traditional partisan power centers in
New York politics, and they did not 
survive after he left of½ce in 1973.

This political sea change had ana-
logues in the urbanist establishment.
Paul Davidoff left Penn in 1965, teach-
ing briefly at Hunter College before
turning from 1969 onward to indepen-
dent work on racial integration in sub-
urbia. Chester Hartman, after vocally
supporting the Harvard student strike
and criticizing the administration and
his planning faculty colleagues, was 
½red in 1970 through an acrimonious
process that rejected his teaching ap-
proach as “political strategy more than
. . . city and regional planning.” And 
what of the peo’s attempts to shift the
professional establishment? One of the
peo’s founders remarked at the sudden
demise of an institution “that had been
an important force in planning issues . . .
but which essentially had withered away
by the early 1970s.”8 Advocates of New 
Left urbanism found themselves, after a
brief moment at the center, at the mar-
gins once again. And U.S. city residents,
having pressed for a more humane strat-
egy of urban renewal, were left instead
with basically none at all.

The paths of similar movements
abroad led in both overlapping and
divergent directions. In London, re-
sistance to the urban renewal order ap-
peared at least as early as the 1959 plan 
to redevelop Piccadilly Circus, which
was delayed and eventually dropped. 
A more systemic freeway revolt was
manifested citywide by the late 1960s,
under the banner of “Homes before
Roads,” and gained traction within the
Labour ranks by 1971. When that par-
ty won control of the Greater London
Council (glc) in 1973, the new of½cial
policy became “Stop the Motorways.”9

This shift abruptly halted work on the
West Cross Route, notably leaving the
section of the M41 begun near the Shep-
herd’s Bush area of London with an ele-
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vated highway spur to nowhere. All of
this paralleled nimby-style develop-
ments in the United States.

By the mid-1970s, though, communi-
ty groups were poised to move beyond
nimby opposition, and advocacy plan-
ning began taking hold in the United
Kingdom just as its influence waned in
U.S. cities. For example, residents op-
posed a redevelopment plan for Lon-
don’s Covent Garden neighborhood. 
A lead planner on that very redevelop-
ment proposal, Brian Anson, with 
strong attachments to the working-
class community, defected from the 
glc and organized residents to devel-
op alternative plans for their neighbor-
hood. He brought together locals with
students from the Architectural Associ-
ation to make counterproposals for re-
using abandoned industrial buildings.
After the national government inter-
vened to stop the clearance scheme 
and provide historic preservation des-
ignations, the glc incorporated some
opposition group members into a citi-
zen participation body, and in 1979 the
redevelopment of a former printing 
factory closely followed the ideas de-
veloped by Covent Garden residents.10

More extensive examples flourished in
Canada, particularly in Toronto. There,
practically the entire civic reform move-
ment could be understood as a large-
scale experiment in New Left urban-
ism, encompassing consecutive munic-
ipal administrations that gained power
throughout the 1970s. Once again, free-
way revolts provided the spark: the re-
jection of Toronto’s urban renewal or-
der was catalyzed by an expressway 
proposal for the Spadina Road corridor,
which prompted a grassroots rebellion
that included Jane Jacobs, who had re-
cently immigrated to Toronto. In con-
trast to U.S. examples, however, scat-
tered opposition groups citywide united,

even crossing class lines, behind a slate
of nonpartisan, anti-renewal candidates.
While such alignments formed in U.S.
cities only as fleeting ad hoc opposition
to speci½c projects, the Toronto reform
movement gained a foothold on city
council in 1969 and soon came to domi-
nate, capturing the mayoralty by 1972
under a slogan of “community organiz-
ing.” This urban regime change empow-
ered a series of administrations to trans-
form–not just oppose–traditional ur-
ban policies; a primary objective be-
came preservation of the character of
Toronto’s “core area” against threats
from both destructive public policies,
as well as private market forces. The 
new planning ideals were demonstrat-
ed most clearly in a forty-½ve-acre pub-
lic/private redevelopment project for a
former industrial area near the water-
front. The St. Lawrence Neighborhood,
largely redeveloped between 1974 and
1979, featured new construction that
extended Toronto’s traditional street
grid, mixing uses, building types, and
incomes, while avoiding displacement
and demolition. The experiment went 
a long way toward realizing the sort 
of humane urban renewal that citizen
groups had advocated in New York. 
Not coincidentally, Jane Jacobs was a 
key advisor to the project.11

Contrasts within Anglo-American ur-
banism should not be overdrawn, par-
ticularly in the long view. Just after the
Covent Garden episode, grassroots plan-
ning was completely marginalized in
London’s Docklands, the signature re-
development project under Margaret
Thatcher, whose administration was
even more hostile to leftist urbanism
than Nixon’s had been. Toronto’s re-
form movement eventually dissipated
back toward traditional party rule. And
by the 1980s, preserving neighborhoods
–not just architecturally, but by assur-
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ing affordability for a mix of income
groups–was dif½cult all around; com-
munities in London, Toronto, and New
York all wrestled with the challenges 
of gentri½cation. Nevertheless, each of
these cities witnessed vigorous expres-
sions of a more democratized urban 

politics through the advocacy planning
initiatives of the 1960s and 1970s. Those
experiments with New Left urbanism,
some modest, others more ambitious,
have left behind tangible legacies in the
built environment of these cities.
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When Ralph Ellison said that “the
joke [is] at the center of the American
identity,” he also meant that the joker is
at the center of American life. In a rapid-
ly changing liberal society, with fluctuat-
ing standards and values, the joker is 
an “American virtuoso of identity who
thrives on chaos and swift change.”1

For the joker, identity is not a ½xed prin-
ciple, established once and for all, but 
a fluid masquerade, an ironic display 
of masks and styles, gestures and titles,
which accrue around a space that comes
to be known as the “self.” 

A great deal of work on identity pol-
itics has focused on similar construc-
tions of racial identity through com-
plex cultural appropriations linked to
masking, minstrelsy, and passing. But
Ellison is more optimistic about these
dynamics: he sees the absurd mix of
styles that emerges from what he calls
“pluralistic turbulence” as the only ap-
propriate response to the absurdities 
of American politics and history.2 Ac-
cordingly, anyone who assumes too 
serious a relationship with his own 
identity–anyone who refuses to play 
the joker–will likely be duped by more
powerful jokers still. 

In Ellison’s most important and best
known work, Invisible Man (1952), the
narrator does not learn how to joke un-
til the end, when he ½nally concludes,
“[I]t was better to live out one’s own
absurdity than to die for that of others.”3

Even then, however, the Invisible Man
hardly proves a comfortable and con½-
dent joker. He retracts a joke he plays on
a drunken woman attempting to seduce
him, and he abandons the joke he plays
on the Brotherhood almost as soon as he
undertakes it. Ellison endorses joking as
a survival strategy in liberal societies,
but he also worries about the power jok-
ers could acquire, and the violence they
might do with it. If the joke really is at
the center of American identity, Invisible
Man raises the possibility that those in
power might claim joking as their own
prerogative, and systematically deiron-
ize politics and identity for everyone
else. Ellison poses that problem but
doesn’t resolve it, issuing an insightful
and still-relevant caution about the pol-
itics of mid-century liberalism. Liberal
society might facilitate joking through
its own chaotic turbulence, Ellison
hopes, but it also might inhibit joking, 
if it merely simulates that turbulence 
by structuring daily life ever more com-
prehensively through the modern cal-
culus of risk.
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Ellison’s master metaphor for Ameri-
can liberal society in Invisible Man is the
game. The Invisible Man equates expe-
rience with a game dozens of times, and
Bledsoe and Burnside “the vet” both
urge him to play it better. Ellison stocks
the novel with many different kinds of
games, the most prominent of which 
is boxing, but he grounds his analysis 
of joking speci½cally in the dynamics of
gambling. When the Invisible Man even-
tually wonders, “What if history was a
gambler, instead of a force in a labora-
tory experiment,” he begins to see the
world as Ellison does, as a game ideally
suited to jokers, rather than agents of
brute force. The Invisible Man clearly
has poker in mind because he goes on to
wonder whether history has an “ace in
the hole.”4 Poker, especially stud poker,
surfaces regularly throughout the novel
at a number of key moments. The seven
letters the Invisible Man receives from
Bledsoe seem to him like “a hand of high
trump cards” in a game of seven card
stud; Burnside advises him to “Play the
game, but raise the ante.”5 And in an
oblique but telling reference, a taxi driv-
er archly pronounces the Invisible Man 
a “game stud.”6

That Ellison prefers the term “joker”
over the traditional African American
folk term “trickster” reveals much. Brer
Rabbit and other tricksters defy and dis-
rupt the plantation hierarchy from with-
in, but that hierarchy is fundamentally
unshakeable. Jokers, however, disrupt 
a different kind of hierarchy, the aris-
tocracy of kings, queens, and jacks who
rule the deck of cards. Whereas South-
ern slave-owners patterned their social
relations on ½xed aristocratic castes pre-
cisely to inhibit social mobility, the aris-
tocracy of the deck of cards undergoes
periodic reshuffling. Standing in for
modern liberal society, the deck of cards
acknowledges real power disparities, 

but it also expects regular power up-
heavals. More importantly, it makes the
joker the most consequential card in the
deck, because only the joker can change
identities, temporarily usurping and us-
ing royal power while leaving the basic
power structure intact. Such disingenu-
ousness has an important role for poker
players, too, because poker rewards, and
even requires, the sanctioned deceit oth-
erwise known as bluf½ng. Poker often
functions in American culture as a meta-
phor for the entire system of liberal-cap-
italist competition between equals. With
no house to take a cut, and no referee 
to enforce the rules, the players manage
things for themselves. The preferred
game of cowboys and rugged western-
ers in countless frontier novels, poker
allows stoic heroes like Owen Wister’s
Virginian to act out key liberal values 
in a world both refreshingly and terrify-
ingly free of law and order. 

However, even as Invisible Man absorbs
and extends this traditional account of
poker, the novel also presents a second
set of references to a very different kind
of gamble, the lottery. When the Invis-
ible Man pays Mary Rambo a hundred
dollars, he pretends the money came
from “playing the numbers.” Later, he
compares his superstitions to those of
“chronic numbers players.” But of all 
the gamblers in the novel, the most im-
portant is B. P. Rinehart, the “number
man,” who runs an illegal private lot-
tery in Harlem.7 Unlike poker games,
lotteries are centrally organized and ver-
tically structured. They inhibit interac-
tions between players and make each bet
a private affair between a single player
and the house. So if poker idealizes lib-
eralism as free and voluntary play among
equals, the lottery introduces important
cautions and quali½cations, and suggests
that a liberal society might be more sys-
tematically structured and centralized



than it ½rst appears. This is especially
true given that “Rine the gambler” is
also the most flamboyant and successful
joker in Invisible Man; for like the joker in
a deck of cards, Rinehart has no identity
except when passing for someone else.
By shadowing its persistent references to
poker with equally persistent references
to the lottery, and by linking both to jok-
ers and joking, Invisible Man asks readers
to consider that perhaps American lib-
eral society is not just a game that facil-
itates joking, but is, instead, a game per-
petrated by a joker. That joker promises
to dispense what the Invisible Man calls
“in½nite possibilities” through the en-
ergizing risks of gambling, but he does
so without actually participating in the
game.8

Poker and lotteries do share certain
basic features intrinsic to all gambles. In
both, players make deliberate choices
that lead to, or correspond with, one of 
a number of different possible outcomes
that cannot be known in advance. Possi-
ble outcomes are always ½nite and limit-
ed, however, so when the die is cast the
player does not exactly throw open the
doors to chaos and anarchy. Instead he
or she starts an operation that has just
six possible results: gambles generate
uncertainty, but they structure and limit
uncertainty, too. Compared to the po-
tentially limitless set of contingencies
one might experience in daily life, the
gamble actually narrows the possibili-
ties considerably. In doing so, the gam-
ble compels deliberate choice at the mo-
ment of uncertainty, as the gambler bets
on the future course of events and ac-
cepts full responsibility for the outcome. 

Traditional liberal economic theory
tends to treat gambles in terms of ra-
tional choice. Informed agents choose 
to take risks through investments, in
occupational hazards, or at the roulette
table, having calculated whether they

stand to gain or lose in the process. But
rational choice theory has never been
very good at explaining why people bet
against the odds or the house, and so it
charges many gamblers with calculat-
ing badly, acting irrationally, or substi-
tuting superstition for reason. Ellison
turns that argument on its head. The
Invisible Man’s determination to “play
in face of certain defeat” sounds like an
irrational choice, but it also may have a
more political purpose.9 To put it sim-
ply, free and responsible individuals do
more than just choose to gamble; the rit-
ual of the gamble also validates players
as responsible and free. At the moment
of the gamble more than one thing can
happen, which con½rms the open-end-
edness of the world. At the same time,
the gamble compels an act of choice at
precisely the point where multiple paths
branch toward the future. The differen-
ces between those possible outcomes
con½rm that the gambler’s choices 
are decisive. Thus it matters not at all
whether the gambler wins or loses; it
only matters that the gamble structures
his or her choices as real choices, both
freely made and genuinely consequen-
tial, which losing demonstrates just as
well as winning. 

If these dynamics were limited to casi-
nos and card games, they would be inter-
esting but isolated cultural phenomena.
Ellison, though, recognizes that gam-
bling is really just one manifestation of 
a much broader politicizing of risk by a
burgeoning risk industry. Modern risk
analysis turns a whole range of activities
into gambles: statistical prediction and
analysis makes eating shell½sh, driving
small cars, breathing urban air, or even
exposing oneself to the sun seem like
wagers in an uncertain game. The point
is not that these kinds of activities are
gambles in any essential way, but that
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modern society de½nes them as such, 
by estimating odds, publishing that in-
formation widely, and then asking citi-
zens both to choose wisely among the
various options and to bear responsibil-
ity for the results. Purveyors of risk in-
formation usually claim that their ra-
tional and scienti½c assessments help
individuals choose safer or more bene-
½cial courses of action. Perhaps so, but
in the process they also confront risk
consumers with an ever proliferating
array of private risk situations. Attempt-
ing to mitigate one risk, such as the risk
of breast cancer, forces an encounter
with a new risk, such as the risk of radi-
ation from a mammogram. The island 
of safety and security that risk analysis
promises to deliver never comes into
view because each risk decision only
delivers us to ever more numerous and
vexing risk assessments still. 

German risk theorist Ulrich Beck ar-
gues that residents of modern risk soci-
eties undergo what he calls risk “individ-
ualization,” a process in which the appa-
ratus of risk analysis produces citizens
who regard themselves, and agree to 
be regarded, as private, decisive, and re-
sponsible agents, capable of navigating 
a complex and changing world. Accord-
ing to Beck, in a risk society “new forms
of ‘guilt ascription’ come into being,” 
as risk experts “dump their contradic-
tions and conflicts at the feet of the in-
dividual and leave him or her with the
well-intentioned invitation to judge all
this critically on the basis of his or her
own notions.”10 I would take Beck’s
analysis a step further and say that en-
counters with risk actually produce lib-
eral individuals, ideal subjects thereby
validated as responsible and free, and 
so theoretically equipped to go it alone.
In this context, institutionalized gam-
bling is but one of many instruments 
of liberal subject formation, and not

substantively different from risk insti-
tutions like the weather bureau or a de-
partment of public health. Even as insti-
tutions of risk analysis cater to an al-
leged capacity for free choice, they also
create the capacity for free choice by
structuring uncertainty in ways that af-
ford agents with endless opportunities
for decisive action. Gamblers, then, do
not really gamble at all, but simply lay
claim to liberalism’s most cherished
virtues–freedom and responsibility–
which, at worst, they buy at the cost 
of their long-term losses. 

Although Invisible Man acknowledges
the appeal of these dynamics, it also rec-
ognizes their danger. Again and again,
the Invisible Man discovers that he had
been “[a] tool just at the very moment 
I had thought myself most free.”11 The
primary gamble through which this oc-
curs is not a conventional gamble at all,
but the risky business of improvisation-
al speaking. To speak without a script, 
to voice words spontaneously and im-
pulsively, promises freedom from rig-
id prescription and plan. Super½cially,
the novel can be read as the story of the
Invisible Man’s growing ability to speak
spontaneously and for himself. His ½rst
speech after the Battle Royal cribs Book-
er T. Washington’s Atlanta Exposition
address. In it the Invisible Man “spoke
automatically” and “could not leave out
a single word. All had to be said, each
memorized nuance considered, ren-
dered.” Only when he deviates from 
the script, either by accident or impulse,
and says “social equality” instead of
“social responsibility,” does he seem 
to speak for himself.12 Eventually such
impulsivity becomes the norm. When 
he speaks at the eviction he confesses, 
“I didn’t know what I was going to say.”
During his ½rst speech to the Brother-
hood he admits that he “gave up trying
to memorize phrases and simply allowed
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the excitement to carry me along.” By
speaking improvisationally, the Invisi-
ble Man courts risk, hazarding some-
thing that might be lost in the process,
which turns out to be nothing less than
the self: “If they laugh, I’ll die!”13

The novel predicates its apparent ap-
proval of improvisation’s risks on the
aesthetics of jazz, about which Ellison
himself was expert. One common ac-
count of jazz sees it as a proving ground
for spontaneous, free, and improvisa-
tional self-assertion. If early versions 
of that argument sometimes linked jazz
improvisation to suspect notions of Af-
rican primitivism or libidinal irrational-
ity, more recent arguments read impro-
visation more productively, as an escape
from false consciousness or as opposi-
tion to Western rationality. Such claims
have a great deal of merit, but mapping
them onto the Invisible Man’s oratori-
cal improvisations implies a similar af-
½rmation of his own unscripted impuls-
es, a reading the novel ½nally does not
sustain.

The most obvious problem with that
reading is that Brother Jack informs the
Invisible Man that “you were not hired
to think,” only to speak.14 His improvi-
sation thus must be purely formal, mere-
ly channeling the ideas of others. Elli-
son’s reservations about improvisation
appear more subtly in the novel’s treat-
ment of a conflicted source, Ralph Wal-
do Ellison’s own namesake, Ralph Wal-
do Emerson. Invisible Man is haunted by
Emerson. Two characters named Emer-
son play key roles in the Invisible Man’s
fortunes, and a third, Mr. Norton, es-
pouses an obviously parodic theory of
Emersonian transcendentalism and 
self-reliance. Ellison’s quarrel seems to
be speci½cally with “Self-Reliance” and
with the sovereign self that dominates
that essay, and which commands cir-
cumstance, answers only to its inner

constitution, and grandiosely writes “on
the lintels of the door-post, Whim.”15

Ellison might approve of the whim it-
self, but he largely rejects Emerson’s
con½dence that whims issue from stable
selves that precede such impulsivity. In
Invisible Man, the only people who com-
mand circumstance to this degree are
powerful despots like Bledsoe, or power-
ful egotists like Mr. Norton, who advises
the narrator, “Self-reliance is a most
worthy virtue.”16 Accordingly, Ellison’s
Emerson is not the exuberant egotist of
“Self-Reliance,” but the depressive stoic
of “Experience” and, more important-
ly, the visionary daredevil of “Circles,”
whose identity also turns out to be tied
to the experience of risk. 

Emerson’s “Circles” describes a world
that could be the Invisible Man’s own:
“The universe is fluid and volatile”;
“The new continents are built out of 
the ruins of an old planet”; “Perma-
nence is a word of degrees”; “All that 
we reckoned settled, shakes and rattles”;
“People wish to be settled: only as far 
as they are unsettled, is there any hope
for them”; “Life is a series of surprises”;
“The way of life is wonderful: it is by
abandonment.”17 Such a richly contin-
gent world is ever ripe for the visionary
self, at home in these dynamic condi-
tions. Ellison would agree to a consid-
erable degree, but more than Emerson,
Ellison worries about the political and
institutional sources of that self. Late 
in “Circles,” Emerson tells a parable of
precarious life that helps to clarify the
nature of their disagreement. “Geoffrey
draws on his boots to go through the
woods, that his feet may be safer from
the bite of snakes,” Emerson says. He
continues:

Aaron never thinks of such a peril. In
many years, neither is harmed by such 
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an accident. Yet it seems to me that with
every precaution you take against such 
an evil, you put yourself into the power 
of the evil. I suppose that the highest 
prudence is the lowest prudence.18

Aaron’s risk-taking, his vulnerability 
to harm, in fact protects him from the
greater danger of precaution. But cru-
cially, Aaron “never thinks of such a
peril,” acting with a blithe indifference
that registers as openness to experience.
A listener, rather than a reader, can more
easily detect a telling pun: the ear would
not be able to tell whether Aaron “never
thinks of such a peril,” the snakes, or
whether he never thinks of “such appar-
el,” the boots. In fact, Aaron must never
think of either. Just as “a peril” is both
the double and the opposite of protec-
tive “apparel,” so, too, the instinct for
precaution is embedded in the very per-
ception of danger. This helps explain
why Emerson ½nally dismisses the delib-
erate, conscious courting of risk through
“gaming,” an arti½cial contrivance he
likens to “drunkenness” and “the use 
of opium and alcohol.”19 The courting
of danger simply inverts, rather than es-
capes, the cringing care for safety. For
Ellison the case is different. There sim-
ply is no available mode of pure impro-
visation that lacks consciousness of risk;
there can be no natural spontaneity that
has not been transformed already into a
self-conscious and deliberate game. 

As a result, the novel ½nally punctures
the Emersonian fantasy that improvisa-
tional speech might release a real, true,
or stable self that preexists the act of
speaking. Indeed it is during improvisa-
tional moments most of all when the 
Invisible Man becomes aware that he 
is speaking for someone else, a possibil-
ity that haunts his composition of the
book and that ½nds expression in its fa-
mous last line. After the Invisible Man’s

½rst Brotherhood speech, he says, “What
had come out was completely uncalcu-
lated, as though another self within me
had taken over and held forth.” Later he 
says, “I had uttered words that had pos-
sessed me.”20 Sometimes in Emerson
the spontaneous self is literally reborn,
but at this moment when the Invisible
Man feels that “the new is being born,”
his journey down an auditorium tunnel
toward the light replays his earlier and
more violent rebirth at the factory hos-
pital, where doctors performed some
sort of lobotomizing electro-shock treat-
ment without his consent. Nothing dam-
ages the fantasy of self-reliant improvi-
sation more than the thought that flits
through the Invisible Man’s mind when
he likens the microphones at the Broth-
erhood speech–“shiny electric gadg-
ets,” he calls them–to the “little gadget”
of the lobotomy device.21 Linking an in-
strument of improvisational speaking
with one of psychiatric control and even
punishment, Ellison ½nally collapses any
meaningful distinction between them. 

Accordingly, when the Invisible Man
wonders, “[W]hat if history was a gam-
bler, instead of a force in a laboratory
experiment,” his second metaphor, the
laboratory, reveals his real target. The
problem with the members of the Broth-
erhood is not that they think like com-
munists, but that they think like scien-
tists, “cultivating scienti½c objectivity”
and af½rming that “everything could be
controlled.” In rejecting the merits of
the gamble, the Brotherhood’s scienti½c
rationality endorses the rigid and risk-
less dynamics of the machine. “Don’t
kid yourself,” the Invisible Man ½nally
retorts, “The only scienti½c objectivity 
is a machine.”22 As if to remedy this sit-
uation by transforming the laboratory
into a gambler’s den, the novel arranges
a gallery of failed and unreliable instru-
ments that cannot, or do not, stabilize



the world. Clocks refuse to agree; blue-
prints lie abandoned; even a steam
gauge in the paint factory’s “uproar de-
partment” proves defective.23 That ma-
chines break and fail is entirely for the
best in a novel more worried that ma-
chine rationality might succeed too 
well. For in this regard, Ellison and Em-
erson wholly agree that a fluid and vol-
atile world is far superior to a rational
and mechanical one. The greatest dan-
ger in Ellison’s novel would be the im-
position of a logic so complete that hier-
archies of status and power never could 
be shuffled again. 

Remarkably, then, Ellison refuses to
wax nostalgic for the alleged purity of
the living human voice, despite the nov-
el’s skepticism about machine rational-
ity. Although the novel is preoccupied
with jazz music, it does not represent 
a single live jazz musician. The Invisi-
ble Man hears live organ music, a blues
song, and boogie-woogie church hymns,
but he only hears jazz through mechani-
cal recordings on the radio-phonograph
in his basement, in “groovy music on 
the juke,” and over a “record shop loud-
speaker.”24 There is no pure and natu-
ral human voice in the novel that can try 
to claim the spontaneity and authentic-
ity of jazz improvisation because there
can be no pure and natural self prior 
to the systems that give rise to it. Even
the radio-phonograph in the Prologue,
which at ½rst seems an instrument of
liberation, becomes, by novel’s end, 
just another identity-producing gad-
get. The jazz music it plays actually re-
plays earlier performances, which it re-
hearses over and over again, the same
way every time. 

Rather than countering the machine
with an allegedly spontaneous and natu-
ral human voice, the Invisible Man pits
machine rationality against machine ra-

tionality, through his plan to play ½ve
separate recordings of Louis Arm-
strong’s “What Did I Do to Be So Black
and Blue” simultaneously. Mechanical
cacophony, contrived through imperfect
synchronization, mixes up mechanical
routine. Once the Invisible Man recog-
nizes that his own voice is already en-
graved by other voices, once he under-
stands that even his improvisations are
just reassemblies of other speeches, 
he also realizes that his best option is 
to practice an eclectic and messy mis-
alignment of forms and styles that can
be combined–though never created–
anew. 

Despite Ellison’s obvious skepticism
about liberal individualism in its most
traditional forms, Emersonian and oth-
erwise, he attempts to rehabilitate and
af½rm the individual by de½ning him 
or her in far more quali½ed terms. Rath-
er than recovering that natural, Adamic
innocence that Emerson called “origi-
nality,” Ellison prefers to “improvise
upon the given,” as he put it in one of 
his most important essays on art and
music, “The Little Man at Chehaw Sta-
tion.”25 Improvisation turns out not 
to be a matter of authentic or spontane-
ous self-expression at all, but a method
of assembling a speci½c cultural inher-
itance, which accumulates over time 
and even against one’s will, like the clut-
ter that gathers in the Invisible Man’s
briefcase. In other words, improvisation
does not necessarily militate against
conformity, as in Emerson, but against
mechanical rigidity, whether in private
identity or social structure. In this way,
an individual’s improvisations are really
the source of the “cacophonic motion”
and the “chaos of American society”
that Ellison prizes most, and that scram-
ble all relations of status and power so
that no hierarchy can ever become per-
manently and intractably ½xed. Ellison’s
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“pluralistic turbulence” generates plu-
ralistic mingling, and so, too, a messy
mix of classes, races, nations, langua-
ges, cultures, styles, and aesthetics that
never do settle down: “in this country
things are always all shook up, so that
people are constantly moving around
and rubbing off on one another cultur-
ally.”26 No one ever starts from scratch,
nor is anyone purely and entirely him-
self. Jazz improvisation is valuable not
because it liberates the player from the
composer’s score, but because it reas-
sembles preexisting scores, mixing up
the codes, misaligning the records, and
shuffling the deck. 

One of Ellison’s most richly imag-
ined metaphors for the effects of such
pluralistic turbulence appears in “Che-
haw Station” as a “light-skinned, blue-
eyed, Afro-American-featured individ-
ual” who stops Manhattan traf½c and
pedestrians alike with his “Volkswagen
Beetle decked out with a gleaming Rolls-
Royce radiator,” from which he emerges
wearing “black riding boots and fawn-
colored riding breeches” and a “dashy
dashiki.” American, European, and Af-
rican forms and styles blend the cultures
of the Volk and the aristocratic elite. The
resulting ½gure bursts from his vehicle
like “a dozen circus clowns,” which is 
to say that he is not only a little ridicu-
lous, but also a self-conscious “Ameri-
can Joker.”27 His eclectic reassembly of
recognizable forms recycles available
materials and makes a joke of them in
the process. 

In contrast, the Invisible Man’s prob-
lem in most of the novel is not that he
lacks a true self, or even a useable self,
but that he lacks the ability to play jokes
like this, as even Tod Clifton ½nally
learns to do. Against Burnside the vet’s
advice to “Play the game, but don’t be-
lieve in it. . . . Play the game, but raise 
the ante, my boy!” the Invisible Man

continues to believe in the game too
readily and too often. Burnside should
know: he pronounces himself “more
clown than fool,” which is to say, more
given to joking than to mental illness.28

When he tells the Invisible Man to 
“raise the ante,” Burnside’s poker slang
reminds the Invisible Man that he had
better learn how to bluff, too, given 
the hand he was dealt, and given that 
no one, really, is ever exempt from the
game. Even Brother Jack is in the game,
despite his pretensions to scienti½c ob-
jectivity. His name marks him as a mi-
nor aristocrat among the face cards and,
as such, a key player in power’s most 
formidable con½gurations. Though Jack
would deny it, the Invisible Man even-
tually concludes that even Jack is out to
“ball the jack,” gamblers’ slang for stak-
ing everything on a single bet. Bledsoe is
more candid about his role in the game:
“after you win the game, you take the
prize and you keep it,” he says. And hav-
ing done so, he is “still the king,” not
just royalty, but the mightiest face card
of all.29 These kings and jacks are jokers,
too, of course, for every king is only a
joker in the master’s clothes. The strata-
gems they use to claim and keep power
show why the Invisible Man, if he is to
keep his shirt, will have to stop believ-
ing in the game and assume the ironic
detachment that would allow him to
start playing it instead.

If poker thrives on, and even requires,
the ironic distance of joking, the lottery
positively inhibits joking. What joke
could a lottery player contrive? Struc-
turally resistant to irony, the lottery re-
quires players to believe in the game,
even though the real winners are those
who operate the racket. In Invisible Man,
the real lottery winner is Rinehart him-
self, with whom Mary Rambo may be
placing her bets in a lottery she has been
“playing for years,” despite her mount-
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ing debt.30 Jack and Bledsoe do not need
to play the numbers because they have
no shortage of ways to experience their
own freedom and power, but Rinehart
sells liberal selfhood to Mary Rambo 
on the installment plan. Like any other
commodity, the prerogatives of liberal
selfhood are in greatest demand where
they seem to be in the shortest supply,
and so the numbers game has always
flourished among the poor and the
working classes, for whom structural
inequalities most limit options and op-
portunities. The risk apparatus of mod-
ern liberalism, including all of Beck’s
methods of risk individualization, are
thus especially good at keeping people
like Mary Rambo committed to key lib-
eral ideals, ideals that entail, most im-
portantly, accepting responsibility for
one’s own fortunes. As an instrument 
of risk individualization, as a technol-
ogy of liberal self-production, the lot-
tery eliminates opportunities for iro-
ny, producing a more traditional, self-
reliant liberal identity, and ½xing it in
place. The only thing worse than hav-
ing no jokers in such a game is having 
a joker in charge of the game, as Rine-
hart takes charge of the numbers. The
joke is on the players, courtesy of “Rine
the rascal.”31 He doesn’t play the lottery
himself, but he doesn’t need to: he takes
the bets, keeps the pro½ts, and knows
the score. 

In the end, Ellison’s novel permits
nothing to stand as a master metaphor
for “the beautiful absurdity of . . . Amer-
ican identity,” not even poker, which 
the lottery ½nally challenges and un-
dermines.32 Several years after publish-
ing Invisible Man Ellison offered a more
pointed caution about the lottery when
he acknowledged that Rinehart “trans-
forms (for winners, of course) pennies
into dollars, and thus he feeds (and 

feeds on) the poor.”33 Those parenthe-
ses seem to mark minor quali½cations,
but in fact they quarantine devastating
facts that Ellison could not incorporate
into his more optimistic accounts of jok-
ing. Crucially, Ellison penned this extra
caution about Rinehart in 1958, just a
few years before state-sponsored and
state-run lotteries began replacing pri-
vate games like Rinehart’s, following 
the widespread legalization of gam-
bling in the United States. Ellison may
not have anticipated the incorporation
of the lottery into the apparatus of the
state, but he certainly did recognize that
if society were structured like a lottery, 
it might ½x identity in place and stabi-
lize, rather than shuffle, hierarchies 
of status and power. Unlike the fanci-
ful game in Jorge Luis Borges’s “The 
Lottery in Babylon” (1941), with its 
ruthless egalitarianism, Ellison’s more
culturally speci½c lottery suggests that
Americans’ widespread enthusiasm 
for chaos and swift change might be
used against them institutionally and
even governmentally, inculcating low-
income quietism while shifting costs
and responsibilities down the socio-
economic scale. If liberalism really is
more like the lottery than like poker, 
the joke is on the players, because the
capacities they regard as innate–the
capacities they believe they bring to 
the table–are really produced through
their participation in the game.

Ellison never does link American soci-
ety exclusively with either poker games
or lotteries, and so he avoids committing
to either a naively optimistic or a cyni-
cally paranoid view of American society.
Instead he keeps both versions in play
and tacitly acknowledges that even his
own faith in democratic pluralism might
already be compromised, if it turns out
to be enrolled in a higher game still. For
a writer who really was a committed lib-
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Shortly after William Bradford and 
his fellow pilgrims arrived on the east-
ern shores of the New World in the cold
autumn of 1620, a small group of men 
set out to make a “full discovery” of the
snow-covered land.1 After some days 
of wandering the unknown rivers and
hills, they grew hungry. With Providence
observing, they thought, the men hap-
pened upon a store of corn and grain
that Indians had cached underground.
The ravenous pilgrims took the food 
for their own. The next day, Bradford
reports that the company wandered 
into the wilderness deeper still, follow-
ing the well-beaten trails of the Indians,
in the hope that they would ½nd a town;
they encountered no one. Eventually 
the company came to a flat area cov-
ered with boards. Curious, the men
began to dig.

A layering of grass mats and boards 
sat just beneath the surface, concealing 
a few strange bits of bowls, trays, and
dishes. Encouraged, they burrowed fur-
ther and discovered a prize of two bun-
dles. A heavy scent of mildewed earth
drifted over them. They unwrapped the
½rst bundle. In their hands they saw a
few tools and, as Bradford recalled, “a

great quantitie of ½ne and perfect red
Powder, and in it the bones and skull 
of a man.” They opened the second bun-
dle. It, too, was packed with the ½ne red
powder, though this time laced with
small bones and the skull of a child. 
The child’s remains had been careful-
ly swathed and decorated with brace-
lets of pearl-white beads. “We brought
sundry of the pretiest things away with
vs, and covered the Corps vp againe,”
Bradford later wrote. “After this, we
digged in sundry like places, but found
no more Corne, nor any things els but
graues.” 

Bradford’s and his fellow pilgrims’
investigations constitute the ½rst 
known archaeological excavation in
North America. Although the disci-
pline would not be fully formed for
another two-and-a-half centuries, 
Bradford’s group unknowingly set the
pattern for how Euro-American explor-
ers entered Indian country to satisfy
their curiosity, driven by a desire to 
conquer and control the land, to claim
and possess all that made up their new
home. Indeed, Bradford and his men 
put in motion one of the de½ning nar-
ratives of the American self, a self exalt-
ed for exploring and exposing Ameri-
can Indian history. 
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American Indians weren’t just a part
of history, though. Settlers soon encoun-
tered living Indians who posed an imme-
diate political problem for colonization.
Villages and farms, hunting grounds 
and sacred quarters ½lled the land Eu-
ropeans envisioned as their own. Indi-
ans, so long as they were alive, could
argue and defend against invasion with
words and violence. Indians who had
passed long ago were another matter;
they could not ½ght their own plunder-
ing. The stories of unconcealed resist-
ance–Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull, Ge-
ronimo–now sound America’s mythic
chords of memory. But the silent taking
of graves in the name of nation and sci-
ence is a collective remembrance that
has yet to seep into America’s histori-
cal consciousness. 

The story of archaeology in America is
coiled with the colonial experiences of
Native Americans. The exploration and
exposition of American Indian history
has often been a means of de½ning and
narrating the American soul. The alter-
nating image of the savage and noble
Indian has provided a mirror for Ameri-
cans to see themselves. Far from an in-
nocuous pursuit, archaeological explo-
rations have played a role in the drama
of Native American efforts to protect
their lands and to dictate their own re-
ligious beliefs, identities, and histories.
The archaeology of Native America is
not only about the power to shed light
on the past, but also the ability of na-
tive peoples to shape their own futures. 

Many Native American communities
now regularly, and vocally, oppose sci-
enti½c practices that they believe violate
human rights. As a result of such oppo-
sition, as well as new laws sympathetic
to Indian civil liberties, archaeology has
begun a slow metamorphosis, changing
from an agent of colonialism to a vehi-
cle of Native American empowerment.

Now, for the ½rst time in the ½eld’s his-
tory, substantial numbers of Native
Americans are pursuing academic de-
grees in archaeology. Scores of tribes
have started their own archaeology 
and heritage management programs.
And many Native Americans regularly
collaborate with archaeologists on in-
novative projects to integrate tradition-
al knowledge with scienti½c inquiry.  

Illuminating the tangled history of
archaeology and the social context of 
its present-day practice reveals no easy
answers to America’s colonialist inheri-
tance. However, by deeply engaging with
this dif½cult chronicle, we may come 
to a fuller understanding of why Native
Americans are insisting that their voices
be heard, and why archaeologists are at
last listening to them. The recent para-
digm shift in archaeology to more in-
clusive and collaborative modes is not 
a quick solution to an entrenched prob-
lem so much as an uneven and negotiat-
ed process of coming to terms with the
skeletons in America’s closets. After all,
the remains of the man and child that
William Bradford took from the Indian
crypt nearly four centuries ago will like-
ly never be found, never reburied. Once
unearthed, some things are not easily
put back where they came from.

Legacies of colonialism in archaeolo-
gy were ½nally confronted in the 1970s,
when activists began interrupting ex-
cavations, protesting the sale of sacred
objects, and demanding the return of
human remains. But long before the 
raging demonstrations in front of mu-
seums and the heated words traded on
editorial pages, there were the quiet
moments of taking, when Indian bod-
ies were transformed from human be-
ings in their ½nal repose into speci-
mens for scienti½c study. The collec-
tion of human bodies and funerary
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objects explains the anger that fueled the
flames of dissent in Indian country and
ultimately turned museums into politi-
cal battle½elds. 

Consider this example. As a bitterly
cold winter receded in early 1871, dozens
of Apaches surrendered as prisoners of
war to the army soldiers at Camp Grant,
outside Tucson, and established the be-
ginnings of a permanent peace.2 News
of the accord quickly spread through-
out southern Arizona, and, as flowers
were coming to bloom in the desert, 
a new hope to the end of war unfold-
ed across the land. Apaches from the
Pinal and Aravaipa bands gathered in 
the shadow of Camp Grant, at a tradi-
tional farming site used for generations
along the gentle waters of Aravaipa
Creek. After three months, the Apach-
es held a feast to celebrate, for no long-
er would they be hunted as animals in
their own homeland; no longer would
their ½elds of corn and their homes 
of brush be set aflame by soldiers; no
longer would they need to raid in Mex-
ico to feed their families. So the people
sang and danced and ate, elation mixed
with relief.

The feast dwindled and night fell 
over the sleeping village. Then, sudden-
ly, in the stillness of the early morning, a
hail of bullets tore into the encampment,
killing not just the dream of peace, but
scores of Apache men, women, and 
children. Behind the guns was a vigilan-
te group of Tucson men who believed
that all Apaches should be killed for the
crimes of a few–for the violent raiding
that unrelated Chiricahua Apache bands
continued throughout the ½rst months
of 1871. After emptying their guns, the
Tucsonans walked through the village,
stripping several girls naked and raping
them, hacking bodies apart, and captur-
ing nearly thirty children as slaves. In
less than an hour, the attackers had com-

pleted their gruesome labor of murder-
ing more than one hundred Apaches.
After breakfast they returned back to 
a jubilant Tucson. 

The next day the surviving Apaches
returned to the ruined village, express-
ing their grief “too wild and terrible to
be described,” as one witness wrote. 
A mass grave was dug and the bodies
placed within it. But for at least one 
victim this makeshift sepulcher would
not be her ½nal resting place. Close to a
year after the massacre, a surgeon with
archaeological ambitions visited the site.
Dr. Valery Havard proceeded to unearth
the burials and stole the head of a young
Apache woman, mailing it to the Army
Medical Museum in Washington, D.C.
In 1900, the skull was transferred to the
Smithsonian Institution, “America’s at-
tic,” for the purpose of scienti½c study
and exhibition; it has remained there 
for more than a century.

A small but signi½cant portion of 
the bodies that ended up at places like
the Smithsonian came from grisly nine-
teenth-century massacre and battle½eld
sites, including those infamous slaugh-
ters at Camp Grant, Sand Creek, Washi-
ta, and Wounded Knee. Many skulls,
scalps, and personal effects served as
war booty for American soldiers and
pioneer settlers, but others were gath-
ered with the express intent to serve 
science. In 1862, the Army Medical
Museum was founded, and Union 
medical of½cers in the ½eld were or-
dered to collect “specimens of morbid
anatomy . . . together with projectiles 
and foreign bodies removed.”3 Initial-
ly the main objects of study were those 
solders that perished in the Civil War.
With Lee’s surrender at Appomattox,
the museum began looking west, focus-
ing on the fresh bounty of the Indian
wars. Thousands of bodies and funer-
ary objects were amassed over the de-
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cades, part of a larger national project 
to gather up the bodies of Indians in 
the name of scienti½c progress.

The Army Medical Museum was par-
ticularly interested in documenting the
effects of war on the human body, but
American Indian remains also provided
a means to illustrate ideas about human
biology prevailing at the time. Samuel 
G. Morton published in 1839 his seminal
Crania Americana, which employed a sci-
enti½c framework that implicitly proved
the inferiority of various races, including
Indians. Not only did Morton’s book le-
gitimize the despoliation of Indian life-
ways and lands, but it also inspired gen-
erations of Americans to plunder Indi-
an sites. With the rise of craniology
came the demand for craniums to study:
soldiers, Indian agents, traders, settlers,
and others were enlisted to gather Indi-
an bodies from both ancient and recent
graves. Nineteenth-century anthropolo-
gy museums, with their self-appointed
mission to understand and document
human evolution, soon became vast re-
positories of Indian skeletons.

Some Indian bodies were taken di-
rectly from graves, often in stealth. At
times anthropologists expressed con-
flicted feelings about their excavations,
but felt science demanded it of them. 
As the “father” of American anthropol-
ogy, Franz Boas, once wrote, “It is most
unpleasant work to steal bones from a
grave, but what is the use, someone has
to do it.”4 Such acquiescent sentiments
reflected a broader viewpoint in Amer-
ica that Indian bodies, like their lands
and resources, were for the taking. As
recently as 1965, a U.S. court ruled in
favor of a man that had removed the
skull from a grave of a Seminole Indian
who had died just two years earlier, be-
cause unmarked Seminole burial places
then did not meet the legal de½nition 
of “cemeteries.” Several years later, in

Iowa, twenty-seven human bodies were
discovered during a road construction
project. While twenty-six of the bodies
were identi½ed by headstones, one had
none and was accompanied by glass
beads and brass rings. The twenty-six
bodies, presumed to be Anglo-Amer-
icans, were immediately reburied in 
the Glenwood Cemetery, while the 
one body, presumed to be Indian, was
taken to a museum.

The idea that Indian bodies could
serve science and the nation was codi-
½ed in laws, which uniquely empow-
ered archaeologists to collect and study
Indian remains. The 1906 Antiquities
Act, for instance, required researchers,
among other things, to have a permit 
to conduct excavations on federal land.
The permit could only be obtained with
academic credentials and proof “that 
the examinations, excavations, and gath-
erings are undertaken for the bene½t of
reputable museums . . . with a view to in-
creasing the knowledge of such objects,
and that the gatherings shall be made for
permanent preservation in public muse-
ums.”5 Such laws divorced Native Amer-
icans from their own heritage while priv-
ileging academic researchers who were
to preserve Indian history and culture
for all Americans. 

By far, most American archaeolo-
gists over the twentieth century were 
not nefarious, but rather were follow-
ing the laws of the land and long-stand-
ing Western intellectual traditions. They
had a genuine interest in Indian cultures
and history, and their studies laid the
groundwork for a national heritage that
honored America’s ½rst inhabitants. In-
deed, archaeologists have been build-
ing on the excavations of, for example,
Thomas Jefferson, who dug and studied
Monticello’s ruins, in a genuine effort 
to know the country’s deepest human
origins. They have been following in the
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footsteps of Ephraim Squier and Edwin
Davis, who in the 1840s used systemat-
ic archaeological methods to determine
that the “mound builders” of the Ameri-
can heartland were ancient Indians rath-
er than ancient Greeks, Chinese, or lost
Israelites. Archaeologists trail the work
of the Bureau of American Ethnology,
which in the late 1800s preserved a mul-
titude of objects and studied scores of
sites, particularly in the American West,
just as Native American communities
were reaching their depths of despair
and waves of migrants were flooding
into America’s last open lands. 

Millions today visit national parks
across the United States–Mesa Verde
National Park, Hopewell Culture Na-
tional Park, Washita Battle½eld Nation-
al Park–built from archaeological stud-
ies and preserved because of archaeolog-
ical advocacy. These sites are the foun-
dation of America’s proud national pat-
rimony. Today, when a federal project 
is developed, such as a new dam to pro-
vide electricity or a new highway align-
ment to make a road safer, it is archaeol-
ogists who ½rst survey the area. Often
with water nearly lapping at their feet 
or bulldozers roaring behind them, ar-
chaeologists excavate sites that would
otherwise be obliterated, preserving na-
tive histories that would otherwise be
lost to time. The scientists often remove
and study American Indian human re-
mains in the path of such destruction.

Despite their political disadvantage
over much of the last two centuries in
the United States, Native Americans
have long resisted the theft and appro-
priation of their ancestors’ bodies and
belongings. In one of the earliest docu-
mented examples, in 1883, Apaches de-
manded the return of looted heritage
objects several cavalrymen had taken
from a cave in central Arizona. In 1902,

archaeologists from the American Muse-
um of Natural History excavated a buri-
al ground on Long Island and were told
by the local Shinnecock Indians that the
scholars “would lose the friendship of
the tribe if [they] dug up any more bod-
ies.”6

Protests of these kinds were haphaz-
ard, variously successful; it wasn’t until
the pan-Indian movement gained mo-
mentum in the early 1970s that muse-
ums, archaeologists, and the public be-
gan to take Indian objections serious-
ly. In the summer of 1971, members of
aim, the American Indian Movement,
vandalized an archaeological excavation
in Minnesota. More protests followed 
in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles,
resulting in some of the ½rst repatria-
tions of human remains. Museums be-
gan removing Indian bodies from pub-
lic display. After the controversial twen-
ty-seven bodies were discovered in Io-
wa, the Iowa State Historical Society 
was picketed until, by order of the gov-
ernor, the lone Indian body was also re-
buried, alongside the Anglo-American
remains.

By the mid-1980s, the call for return-
ing and reburying indigenous bodies 
had spread around the world. “Our 
heritage–your playground,” poignant-
ly phrased by one Australian Aborigi-
nal leader, captured the mood of many
in native communities across Australia,
New Zealand, Canada, and the United
States.7 Many archaeologists and mu-
seum professionals acknowledged the
claims of native communities, but were
concerned about how to return objects
fairly and transparently to tribes. Oth-
er museum curators and directors were
conflicted about how repatriation might
contradict their duties to care for objects
in the public trust. Still others flatly dis-
missed the protests as political ploys.
Large swaths of the public, however,
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sympathized with archaeology’s critics,
and so, too, did America’s politicians. 

On November 16, 1990, Congress
passed nagpra, the Native American
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act,
which requires museums to return hu-
man remains and particular kinds of
sacred and communal objects to Na-
tive American tribes.8 At the time, 
some observers estimated that anthro-
pology museums in the United States
alone held the remains of more than 
two hundred thousand Native Amer-
ican men, women, and children. The
mood in museums and anthropology
departments across the country was
dark for the ½rst few years after nagpra

took effect. Detractors predicted that
museums would become empty shells
–like vast libraries with no books–
and that the legislation signaled the
death knell for physical anthropology.
Yet with time museum professionals
began to acknowledge that their worst
fears were misplaced. The law required
museums to compile inventories of 
their collections. Some museums creat-
ed a complete list of their holdings for
the ½rst time. The law required muse-
ums to determine “cultural af½liations,”
the relationship between past Native
American groups and present-day tribes.
Physical anthropologists suddenly had
more work, rather than less, often con-
ducting research on human remains in
collections that had for years sat unno-
ticed and untouched. The law required
museums to consult with tribal political
and religious leaders. For the ½rst time
many museums began an open dialogue
with American Indians, learning that
they shared common concerns and
interests. 

Controversies still emerged, most no-
tably in 1996 after a nine-thousand-year-
old skeleton was accidentally discovered
near Kennewick, Washington.9 A con-

sortium of tribes wanted the body re-
turned and reburied, while a small 
group of archaeologists sued to study 
the remains. The battle was waged in
federal courtrooms for nearly a decade,
and in the court of public opinion the
rhetoric dwelt on issues of academic
freedom, religion versus science, and 
the rights of the dead. Over the last 
year, the University of California at
Berkeley’s Phoebe A. Hearst Muse-
um of Anthropology was swept up 
in similar debates when administra-
tors sought to eliminate the museum’s
nagpra Unit, though reportedly some
twelve thousand Indian bodies still 
sit on storage shelves at the museum.
What doesn’t make front-page news 
is the daily burden and obligation–
for tribes and museums alike–of repa-
triation, a complex negotiation of law,
ethics, politics, and economics. Tribes
are overwhelmed by inventories listing
objects and remains in the hundreds,
sometimes thousands that must be 
sifted through and responded to expe-
diently while honoring traditional be-
liefs. Museums continue to struggle 
balancing their legal duties with their
ethical responsibilities as stewards of 
a public trust: to preserve, celebrate, 
and honor America’s material past.10

The repatriation crusade that began 
in earnest in the 1970s and continues to-
day is arguably among the most impor-
tant human rights campaigns in Ameri-
can history, equal to the search for Afri-
can American civil rights and equality
for women, for it established that Native
Americans have the same rights as all
Americans, in life and in death. Repatri-
ation legislation is also important to ar-
chaeology’s history and future, shifting
the relationship between Native Ameri-
cans and archaeologists and altering the
flow of objects and remains away from
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museums and back to source communi-
ties. 

Some have described this process as
“mending the circle” of American Indi-
an history and culture, a circle broken
apart in the wake of colonialism, out-
right war, stolen lands, forced school-
ing, and imposed religion.11 Like native-
language programs, a return to tradition-
al farming and foods, and reclaiming
sacred sites, repatriation is a means for
Native Americans to salvage their past
while moving forward into the future.
Repatriation is a kind of restorative 
justice; it is focused on the healing of
breaches instead of the logic of eye-
for-eye retribution. Still, repatriation
raises important questions about “who
owns the past,” about academic free-
dom and religious rights, that are far
from settled.12

A year before nagpra was passed,
Congress put into law the National
Museum of the American Indian Act,
which not only guided repatriation for
the Smithsonian Institution, but also
established a museum to honor Native
American culture. In 2004, the Nation-
al Museum of the American Indian
(nmai) opened its doors, with pride 
of place at the foot of the Capitol in
Washington, D.C. The express goal 
of the museum is to work in collabo-
ration with native peoples throughout 
the western hemisphere to protect cul-
ture by sustaining worldviews, cultivat-
ing artistic expression, and empower-
ing indigenous voices. From its archi-
tecture to its cafeteria and exhibits, the
nmai reflects native perspectives and
values while bringing wide and critical
attention to the history and living tra-
ditions of the Americas’ ½rst nations. 

Praise for the nmai has been abun-
dant, though criticism has been plenti-
ful, too. At the heart of many of these
debates is an unsettled argument about

whether culture should be presented in
essentialist or relativist terms. Should
objects be exhibited objectively (by out-
side scholars) and hierarchically, repre-
senting timeless aesthetic values–or
should objects be presented subjectively
(by the communities themselves) and
democratically, by which the values of
things are considered transitory and
contingent?13 In contrast to museums
such as France’s new Musée du Quai
Branly, which features exhibits and art
of indigenous peoples of Africa, Asia,
Oceania, and the Americas from the 
perspective of entrenched Western
notions of universal values, the nmai

makes an unambiguous commitment 
to the relativist presentation and inter-
pretation of objects. 

Whether deemed successful or not,
the nmai clearly presents the profound
transitions of museum anthropology
and archaeology over the last several
decades. In particular, the nmai’s col-
laborative partnerships with indige-
nous communities–in which “com-
munity curators” design exhibits and
collection storage areas–and the mu-
seum’s many community-based out-
reach programs represent a radical de-
parture from long-held attitudes. Not
musty storehouses of dead and dying
cultures, museums like the nmai pro-
ject an image of indigenous peoples as
vibrant. Although the nmai has bor-
rowed strategies from other institu-
tions, such as the Arizona State Muse-
um’s soulful 1992 “Paths of Life” ex-
hibit, the country’s new national mu-
seum, from its size to its unwavering
commitment to inclusion, signi½es a 
real and meaningful change in the pub-
lic presentation of American Indians.

Ironically, many Native American
tribes have transformed the traditional
tools of colonialism, archaeological sci-
ence and museums, and now use them
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for their own ends. More than two hun-
dred tribes across the United States have
their own museums and cultural centers.
Many of these are tied to casinos, such 
as the Mashantucket Pequot Museum
and Research Center, which has a mas-
sive exhibit hall, two libraries, and live
performances of contemporary art 
and culture. However, other museums
run without casino revenue, such as 
the Pueblo of Zuni’s A:shiwi A:wan
Museum and Heritage Center in west-
ern New Mexico; it has a humble exhib-
it space and is explicitly geared toward
serving the Zuni community. In the
1970s, a handful of tribes began con-
ducting their own research by develop-
ing cultural resource management pro-
grams, and now several dozen have
active programs. Tribes have been fur-
ther empowered by the 1992 amend-
ments to the National Historic Preser-
vation Act, which established Tribal 
Historic Preservation Of½ces (thpo)
that parallel state-level preservation ef-
forts. Today, more than sixty-½ve tribes
have gone through the rigorous process
of establishing their own thpos.

Non-native archaeologists have also
begun increasingly to work closely with
native communities throughout the re-
search process.14 The San Pedro Ethno-
history Project is one recent example 
of a collaborative project, conducted 
in partnership with four Arizona Na-
tive American tribes: Hopi, San Carlos
Apache, Tohono O’odham, and Zuni.15

Archaeologists have detailed the Pedro
Valley’s twelve thousand years of hu-
man occupation, but never before had
researchers systematically sought to
document the traditional histories of 
the region’s native communities. Over
the course of three years, this collabora-
tion resulted in a better understanding
of how descendant communities con-
ceive of their ancestors, the cultural val-

ues of place, and the historical narratives
embedded in tribal traditions. Projects
of this kind also put more scienti½cally-
based archaeologists in close contact
with tribes. Wesley Bernardini, for ex-
ample, has used Hopi clan narratives 
of ancient migrations to create hypothe-
ses, which can then be tested against ar-
chaeological data. “At multiple points 
in the research, traditional knowledge
raised novel possibilities that turned 
out to have empirical support once we
knew where, and how, to look,” Bernar-
dini concluded. “Incorporating Native
American knowledge into archaeologi-
cal research is not only a way to estab-
lish a meaningful dialogue with an im-
portant constituency, but a way to im-
prove our collective understanding of
the past.”16

Only recently have Native Americans
begun to see archaeology as a practicable
occupation. Arthur C. Parker, of Seneca
decent, was the ½rst Native American 
to become a professional archaeologist,
starting his career in 1900 under the tu-
telage of Harvard University’s Frederic
W. Putnam. While Parker was successful
as an individual–becoming a noted mu-
seum director, the ½rst president of the
Society for American Archaeology, and a
member of the National Academy of Sci-
ences–it was decades before native peo-
ple began following in his footsteps.17

Today, out of several thousand, only ½f-
teen archaeologists who claim Native
American heritage as their primary iden-
tity hold a PhD.18

To make intellectual space for na-
tive participation, the concept of “indig-
enous archaeology” has emerged as a
fresh paradigm, encompassing any form
of archaeology conducted in collabora-
tion with native communities and that
challenges the historical political econ-
omy of the discipline.19 Some have ar-
gued that indigenous archaeology is not
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intellectually viable because it depends
upon fallacies of race by perpetuating a
stereotype of Indians as somehow meta-
physically different (caught in cyclical
thinking, innately connected to the
land) from non-Indians.20 However, 
the special rights of indigenous commu-
nities to archaeology need not be found-
ed on essentialist imaginings. The lega-
cies of colonialism, socio-political con-
text of scienti½c inquiry, and insights of
traditional knowledge provide a strong
foundation for community-based ar-
chaeology projects by, for, and with in-
digenous peoples.

Despite such promising trends, the
tension between archaeologists and
Native Americans is often strained.
nagpra and the public archaeology
movement have encouraged archaeol-
ogists to begin meaningful dialogues
with native communities, but conver-
sations on heated topics cannot always
end in amity and goodwill. Profession-
al archaeologists today are not the pro-
genitors of injustice, but they are none-
theless its inheritors. More than 32,000
Indian human remains have been repa-
triated, but another 118,000 bodies con-
tinue to sit on museum shelves across
the United States, as “culturally identi-
½able” remains, unclear to whom, or 
if, they should be returned. Incalcula-
ble numbers of Indian body parts and
sacred objects are stored in museums
outside the United States, as there is 
no law to guide their repatriation. Even
when objects are returned, sometimes
their sudden arrival can reignite old 
animosities and rivalries within a na-
tive community. Museum exhibits and
books continue to be produced without
native input, presenting Native Ameri-
cans as the timeless noble or savage oth-
er. Native Americans continue to repre-
sent a fraction of the archaeological pro-
fession, despite the fact that most ar-

chaeology in the United States focus-
es on Native American history. Native
Americans continue to have their sover-
eignty undermined, struggling to protect
their sacred places and cherished cultur-
al landscapes from looters and develop-
ers. Much progress has been made to-
ward the reconciliation between Amer-
ican archaeology and Native America,
but there is still much work to be done.

In recognition of the American As-
sociation for the Advancement of Sci-
ence’s 150th anniversary in 1998, Bruno
Latour, in the journal Science, wrote
about the difference between science
and research:

Science is certainty; Research is uncer-
tainty. Science is supposed to be cold,
straight and detached; Research is warm,
involving and risky. Science puts an end 
to the vagaries of human disputes; Re-
search fuels controversies by more con-
troversies. Science produces objectivity 
by escaping as much as possible from the
shackles of ideology, passions and emo-
tions; Research feeds on all of those as 
so many handles to render familiar new
objects of enquiry.

He distinguishes science as an ideal, 
an abstract goal of uncorrupted objec-
tivity, and research as the messy reality
of our projects. As archaeologists have
come to recognize the multifaceted so-
cial context and historical contingen-
cies of their discipline, many have come
to see their work as a craft, a dynam-
ic process of creation. In the previous
model, society was divorced from sci-
ence; in the research model society is
inseparable. “One cliché says it all,”
Latour explains, “in one palace, Gali-
leo deals with the fate of falling bod-
ies while, in another palace, princes, 
cardinals and philosophers deal with 
the fate of human souls.”21
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Nearly since the founding of modern
archaeology, its practitioners have de-
bated whether the discipline is art or 
science, in search of a common human-
ity or in search of universal laws. At dif-
ferent points in the profession’s histo-
ry, certain sides of this debate have held
rein. In the 1970s, “processual archae-
ology” drew the ½eld to the natural sci-
ences; in the 1980s, “post-processual ar-
chaeology” swayed scholars to the hu-
manities. Today, many archaeologists
work from both traditions, though it 
is unclear if the ½eld has pro½tably syn-
thesized these different ways of know-
ing the past, or if the ½eld suffers from
acute schizophrenia.  

The history of the relationship be-
tween Native Americans and Ameri-
can archaeologists makes plain that 
the ½eld cannot return to a time of 
innocence, or view itself as detached
from society and politics. This realiza-
tion, however, does not mean that re-
search with the goals and methods of
science cannot proceed. Indigenous

archaeology–as well as its cousins fem-
inist, collaborative, and community-
based archaeologies–provides an ep-
ochal path through the wilderness of 
the discipline’s future, a blending of 
the arts and sciences that will create
more just and accurate understand-
ings of the past and the nature of our
material world. 

In the United States, this change in
perspective allows us to move beyond
the stereotypes of Indians, so long a
source of spectacle in the American
imagination. One only has to think 
of James Fenimore Cooper’s last Mo-
hican or the University of Illinois’s 
mascot Chief Illiniwek to trace this 
troubling legacy. The collection, study,
and display of Indians further objecti-
½ed Indians, transforming them into
things of morbid curiosity and scien-
ti½c inquiry. It is time to move on. Ar-
chaeologists must no longer see Indi-
ans as mere objects of study; they must
no longer see Indians without seeing
their humanity.
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The collapse of the Soviet Union in 
the early 1990s raised concerns about 
the security of its nuclear weapons.1
In response, the United States joined
forces with countries of the former So-
viet Union, especially Russia, as well as
the European Union and other states,
to create a series of programs aimed 
at securing former Soviet weapons of 
mass destruction (wmd), weapons-
relevant materials, and scienti½c exper-
tise. Of these efforts, the most troubled
has been the one aimed at containing
wmd skills and knowledge. Former So-
viet weapons experts haven’t sold their
knowledge around the world; indeed,
there have been almost no document-
ed cases of such proliferation (although
concerns remain about what goes unre-
ported). Rather, it is the means chosen
for ½ghting such proliferation–work-
ing with and reemploying wmd experts
–that have proven problematic. 

Cooperation with former cold war
enemies certainly created a host of dif½-
culties, as did the secrecy that surrounds
nuclear, biological, and chemical weap-
ons efforts. But there’s a signi½cant bar-
rier to success found much closer to
home. The U.S. bureaucracies tasked

with implementing programs focused 
on the proliferation of wmd expertise
came up against a problem common to
all organizations: the need to pursue 
and protect their own interests.

The notion that organizations have
their own interests is well-established,
although too often national security is-
sues are assumed to be so important they
trump this self-interested behavior. Or-
ganizations, the literature claims, seek 
to manage the environments in which
they act. In particular, organizations 
that have to please similar authorities
and that face comparable constraints
exhibit isomorphic behavior. That is,
they often respond to external pressure
by aligning their interests with the in-
terests of powerful external forces. This,
in turn, means that organizations that
face similar environments come to re-
semble one another, either through co-
ordinated duplication or mimicry. But
organizations also need to ½t in at home.
When organizations are given new tasks,
these tasks come to be de½ned and im-
plemented in ways that accommodate
and reinforce the interests of the parent
organization.

U.S. nonproliferation programs tried
both to accommodate their external
environments and to match their goals
with the goals of their parent organiza-
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tions. The two largest programs, one 
in the State Department and another 
in the Department of Energy, adopted
similar narratives about how their ac-
tivities furthered nonproliferation. 
Each program, however, also adopted 
an implementation strategy that was
heavily influenced by its parent organi-
zation. What resulted were two pro-
grams that accommodated their inter-
nal and external environments but 
were unable to achieve their original
nonproliferation goals.

As the Soviet Union entered its ½nal
days, concerns increased about possible
proliferation from its wmd complex, 
in part because of the potential for a vio-
lent transition, the accidental or unau-
thorized seizure and use of weapons, 
and uncertainty about the future of po-
litical relations with any Soviet succes-
sor state. Concerns also grew because
Soviet security had focused on external
border points, paying less attention to
protective measures at individual facili-
ties. When the Soviet Union collapsed,
many newly independent states inher-
ited weapons facilities that lacked suf-
½cient measures to ensure that the 
weapons and material inside were safe
from theft. In many cases, the contents
of the facilities were inadequately inven-
toried, and sometimes little was known
about what had happened inside. More-
over, economic conditions were grim 
for most people in the former Soviet
Union, including guards and experts at
the weapons facilities. Salaries were low
–a weapons scientist might make $100
per month or less, for example–and
paychecks were often delayed by several
months. Weapons facilities saw severe-
ly reduced government subsidies, and
goods and services overall cost more. 

This combination of poor security, un-
certainty, and dire economic prospects

led the United States to fund a variety 
of efforts, collectively known as Coop-
erative Threat Reduction (ctr), aimed
at countering proliferation from the for-
mer Soviet wmd complex. Some parts
of ctr focused on securing the weap-
ons themselves; other efforts dealt with
weapons-relevant materials; and several
programs were created to deal with the
possible proliferation of weapons exper-
tise. This last group of programs concen-
trated on providing income to weapons
experts by funding short-term research
contracts and, in the long term, working
to reemploy the experts in commercial
or non-defense, government work. Such
programs were created in the Depart-
ments of Defense, Energy, and State, 
and included a variety of private and
quasi-government efforts. The two larg-
est programs were the Science Centers,
managed by the State Department, and
the Initiatives for Proliferation Preven-
tion (ipp) program, in the Department
of Energy.

ipp and the Science Centers date 
from the ½rst years of ctr. In early 
1992, U.S. Secretary of State James 
Baker announced the creation of the 
Science Centers during a visit to the
closed nuclear city of Snezhinsk, Rus-
sia. The United States, along with 
members of the European Union, Ja-
pan, Canada, Sweden, and later Nor-
way and South Korea, would create 
two centers that would fund short-
term research projects involving for-
mer Soviet weapons experts and an 
outside research collaborator. The ½rst
center (also the largest) is the Interna-
tional Science and Technology Center
(istc), based in Moscow, which works
with scientists from Russia, Georgia,
Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan, and Tajikistan. The smaller 
Science and Technology Center of
Ukraine (stcu), based in Kyiv, fo-



cuses on Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Georgia,
Moldova, and Uzbekistan. Until 2004,
the United States provided at least half
of the funding for both centers; U.S.
influence has dominated center policy
and implementation strategies. 

Although the istc was to be up and
running in 1993, domestic political prob-
lems in Russia caused delays. Some legis-
lators questioned the motives behind the
center, wondering whether it was an ex-
cuse to spy on Russia’s national security
complex. Further delays arose from the
wider struggle for power between the
Duma and Russian President Boris Yelt-
sin. In September 1993, Yeltsin dismissed
the Duma, which had not yet approved
the measures needed to start the istc.
By the end of the year, Yeltsin himself
approved the necessary documents, and
the istc was able to begin operations in
March 1994. The stcu was also delayed,
largely due to administrative issues as-
sociated with creating a government in
the newly independent state of Ukraine.
It began operations in November 1995.

Delays with the Science Centers
prompted calls for more immediate ac-
tion from the U.S. nuclear weapons labo-
ratories. U.S. nuclear weapons experts
had a long history of scienti½c collabora-
tion with their Soviet counterparts that
dated from discussions in the early 1960s
about research on large magnetic ½elds.
Later, joint experiments were conduct-
ed for the purposes of arms-control ver-
i½cation. By the early 1990s, some ex-
perts from the U.S. labs were well-aware
of the dire economic and security prob-
lems in Russia, so when the Science Cen-
ters were delayed, U.S. labs at Los Alam-
os and Livermore began to fund research
collaborations with a few key Russian
nuclear weapons facilities. In 1993 fund-
ing was appropriated by Congress, and
the next year ipp became a formal pro-
gram.

Similar to the Science Centers, ipp

funds collaborative, non-defense-relat-
ed research between former Soviet wmd

experts and outside scientists. Unlike the
Science Centers, collaborators in the ipp

program usually come from the U.S. lab
complex. Careful not to be perceived as
duplicating the work of the Science Cen-
ters, ipp created a second type of coop-
erative research that required matching
contributions from U.S. industry. In the-
ory this would help businesses enter the
market in a post-Soviet country and hire
away former weapons experts whose
skills and products had been evaluated
through the small-team research collab-
orations made possible by ipp.

Both the Science Centers and ipp

were born from the assumption that 
economically desperate weapons ex-
perts are potential proliferation prob-
lems. The founding documents and
debate that led to each of the programs
show that they share the same mandate.
In the short term, they are to fund col-
laborative research between teams of
weapons experts and an outside col-
laborator. Besides providing income to
the former Soviet scientists, engineers,
and technicians, such research is sup-
posed to help them become aware of
Western research standards and how
weapons skills can be translated into 
private, non-defense-related jobs. Over
the long term, the Science Centers and
ipp are supposed to help these former
Soviet experts transition to reemploy-
ment outside of the weapons complex.
This long-term mandate, designed to
help Russia and other post-Soviet 
countries permanently reduce the size 
of their weapons complex, uses com-
mercial interests as a way to, over time,
end U.S. government funding of such
efforts. This mandate gave both pro-
grams signi½cant discretion to imple-
ment their programs and to respond 
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to constraints they would encounter in 
the United States and the former Soviet
Union. As predicted by the literature,
both programs ultimately sought to ac-
commodate the constraints that arose
from these external environments in
much the same way.

Organizations have no choice but to
accommodate the demands of their ex-
ternal environments.2 These environ-
ments set not just standards for results,
but assumptions about legitimate out-
comes, and about how outcomes are 
to be measured and what constitutes 
signi½cant progress. When the actors
who control an organization’s funding,
scope, and autonomy also de½ne these
assumptions, the actors can be ignored
only at great cost to an organization’s
budget, mission, and possible future.
Thus organizations come to do and
measure what is valued by their envi-
ronments, regardless of whether it is 
a rational or ef½cient means of achiev-
ing their original goals. 

Further, the literature on organiza-
tions suggests that when asked to per-
form similar missions in a similar envi-
ronment, organizations will adopt the
same myths as justi½cations for their
tasks. And they do so without conscious
coordination. Over time organizations
tend to look and act alike, not because
there is general agreement that they are
rationally and ef½ciently pursuing their
goals, but because they share the same
myths about what they consider to be
legitimate activity.

The Science Centers and ipp demon-
strate this isomorphism in several sig-
ni½cant ways, including how the two
programs prove that their projects in-
volve genuine weapons experts; their
responses to pressure to develop an 
exit strategy; their measurement of job
creation; and their recent decisions to

cease work in Russia in favor of other
countries. In each case, the programs
adopted similar rules and procedures 
as legitimate, yet they did so without
signi½cant coordination. This uninten-
tional alignment caused the programs 
to stray from their original nonprolif-
eration goals. 

Both ipp and the Science Centers are
supposed to focus on engaging people
with wmd credentials, including engi-
neers and technicians, but especially 
scientists who have the core skills need-
ed for making weapons. Both programs
needed to demonstrate that they were
dealing with the most dangerous prolif-
eration concerns, but the legacy of mis-
trust and secrecy between the United
States and the Soviet Union often made
it impossible, or at least impolitic, to in-
quire about the skills of speci½c wmd

experts. The programs, therefore, adopt-
ed two strategies for legitimization. 
One used the process of selecting proj-
ect teams to make claims about reach-
ing people with critical weapons skills.
The second drew from the notion that
U.S. project managers “just knew” who
was or was not a weapons expert.

Without any obvious coordination,
both ipp and the Science Centers came
to focus on the rules of project selec-
tion as a means of verifying the weap-
ons credentials of the people involved.
At ipp, projects are normally not ap-
proved unless at least 60 percent of the
project members are weapons experts.
Although the Science Centers were
largely independent of each other, they
also adopted similar criteria: for basic
scienti½c collaboration, project teams
need to be at least 50 percent, prefer-
ably 60 percent, wmd experts before 
U.S. funding is considered. Both pro-
grams assumed that, as long as they
funded at least some wmd experts, 
they addressed proliferation concerns;
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thus the number of experts on each 
project team took priority, with little
emphasis on the quality of those weap-
ons skills or whether they were critical
or tangential to weapons development.
Moreover, there is no evidence that ei-
ther program identi½ed the weapons
experts most likely to proliferate, or 
considered whether program funding
should be focused according to the pov-
erty level of experts or in terms of the
relative value of their skills to a poten-
tial proliferator.

As a second measure to verify weap-
ons credentials, the Science Centers
adopted a process by which they asked
each weapons expert to identify his or
her particular skills according to a stan-
dard list of specialties and sub-special-
ties. ipp adopted a process and list that
was close to identical, and neither pro-
gram insisted on much external valida-
tion of the Soviet experts’ self-identi-
½ed skills–despite potential incentives
to misrepresent abilities. Having more
team members with weapons creden-
tials increased the likelihood of a proj-
ect being funded, and project funding
meant that weapons institutes, crippled
by economic conditions, stood to gain
updated equipment, spare parts, and
supplies for their operations. Eager for
such enhancements, institute directors
had little incentive to make sure their
employees were forthright about their
skills.

Instead of verifying weapons creden-
tials rigorously, both the Science Cen-
ters and ipp assumed that secrecy pre-
vented this. Over time, trust did devel-
op between the United States and for-
mer Soviet institutes, and veri½cation
became less sensitive, even at places in
Russia still engaged in nuclear weapons
work. Instead of pursuing more rigor-
ous options however, both programs re-
lied increasingly on the “you just know”

method of veri½cation. Program man-
agers claimed that over time they got to
know weapons experts in speci½c facili-
ties and that their own expertise suited
them to judge commensurate ability.
Rather than collect additional informa-
tion or verify what was offered by for-
mer Soviet experts, U.S. programs re-
lied on an ambiguously described and
informally gained sense of the skills of
former Soviet experts.

In 1997, both the Science Centers and
ipp came under increased pressure in
the United States to show concrete re-
sults and to demonstrate an exit strat-
egy for U.S. government assistance. In
response, both programs reinvigorated
their efforts to move beyond short-term
research collaborations between scien-
tists to more commercial-focused efforts
that involve partial funding from busi-
nesses. At ipp these were referred to as
Thrust II projects. They required that
companies match U.S. government con-
tributions and that research emphasize 
a commercial application. (There had
always been a commercial component 
of ipp activities, but most funding had
gone toward Thrust I projects, involving
collaborations between scientists over
basic research questions.) Similarly, the
Science Centers also began to emphasize
projects with contributions from third
parties, only some of which were private
companies. Referred to as Partner Proj-
ects, the research focused more on po-
tential commercialization and less on
basic research. Beginning in 1997, the
Science Centers and ipp both placed
more emphasis on these activities, and
by 2000 they constituted at least half 
of project funding in both programs.

These new types of projects, with
third-party participants, represented 
the means by which both programs
sought to reemploy former Soviet ex-
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perts, reduce the number of potential
proliferation problems, and, in turn,
provide a strategy for eventually end-
ing U.S.-funded assistance. Economic
conditions in the former Soviet Union,
however, dampened hopes for business
expansion or investment. Repeatedly,
teams of weapons experts found it dif-
½cult to meet international quality stan-
dards, produce on a competitive basis, 
or incorporate market demands into
their products. Moreover, the State 
and Energy Department personnel who
managed these projects had, on average,
little commercial business experience.
As evidence multiplied that signi½cant
job creation was probably impossible,
some in academic and policy communi-
ties suggested other alternatives, such 
as retirement subsidies, increased im-
migration to the West, or subsidies for
U.S. companies to transfer and hire for-
mer Soviet experts in the United States,
although there is no evidence that any
alternative was seriously considered. 

As both ipp and the Science Centers
concentrated on creating jobs for for-
mer weapons experts, Congress pres-
sured the programs to demonstrate 
their success. Instead of measuring the
number of jobs created, both programs
emphasized the number of scientists
“engaged.” According to the Science
Centers, through 2005 their projects
have involved almost seventy thou-
sand people. ipp claims to have en-
gaged some sixteen thousand, as of 
the end of 2006. These ½gures, how-
ever, raise three issues. First, both pro-
grams record the number of project par-
ticipants in general, not the number of
weapons experts in particular. If both
programs adhere to the goal that 60 
percent of project teams are weapons
scientists, this makes questionable the
proliferation danger of the remaining 
40 percent of people engaged. Further,

neither program established a concrete
estimate of its target population. In the
absence of this context, it is dif½cult to
know whether the reported numbers
represent signi½cant progress. 

Second, even though the goal is job
creation, neither program measures 
this result rigorously. The Science Cen-
ters keep no records of job creation, 
and although ipp does ask for this in-
formation periodically, it is satis½ed
with gross estimates from project man-
agers or, sometimes, no information 
at all. Indeed, repeated investigations 
by the U.S. Government Accountabil-
ity Of½ce have faulted ipp for poor rec-
ord keeping. Additionally, neither ipp

nor the Science Centers investigates 
the activities or jobs of wmd experts
once they cease working on U.S.-fund-
ed projects. 

Finally, ipp and the Science Centers 
do little to coordinate their project fund-
ing. Therefore, it is dif½cult to assess re-
liably the degree to which they fund du-
plicate projects or the same former Sovi-
et experts.

In the face of external pressure to
develop concrete indicators of suc-
cess, both the Science Centers and ipp

focused on the myth that the number 
of people who participate in their ac-
tivities is a legitimate measure of prog-
ress. The programs ignored measures
that would have more accurately reflect-
ed progress toward the reemployment 
of wmd experts or the ultimate goal 
of reducing the danger of the prolifera-
tion of wmd expertise. 

The response to U.S. concerns about
Russia’s reassertion of power illustrates
further isomorphism between the Sci-
ence Centers and ipp. During the early
2000s, under Putin the internal securi-
ty forces in Russia regained authority. 
In turn, they were more likely to use



security as an excuse for limiting cooper-
ation, making it more dif½cult to inter-
act with former Soviet weapons experts
and gain access to facilities. Russia also
began to resist U.S. priorities for such
cooperation, and broader foreign poli-
cy disputes brought some programs 
to temporary halts. The Bush adminis-
tration, in fact, pursued an across-the-
board rollback of cooperative work 
with Russia.

The Science Center in Moscow and
ipp both responded by claiming that
Russia could now afford to assume 
more of the burden for nonprolifera-
tion efforts, freeing the United States 
to focus funding in other countries. In
the early 2000s, both programs began 
to reduce funding for projects in Russia
and redirect efforts toward other parts 
of the former Soviet Union and points
farther a½eld, such as Iraq and Libya.
Four years later the State Department
proposed including North Korea, South
Asia, and the Middle East. In 2006, ipp,
too, expanded its activities to Libya and
Iraq and changed its name to Global Ini-
tiatives for Proliferation Prevention.

This expansion, done with no obvious
coordination between programs, arose
from the increased external constraints
of working in Russia. Yet as both pro-
grams moved into other countries, they
did so in the knowledge that Russia re-
mained a key proliferation concern. Nei-
ther program had demonstrated signi½-
cant job creation for former weapons
experts, and Russia, while committed 
to downsizing its nuclear workforce,
hesitated to do so until jobs were avail-
able for the excess workers. Economic
improvements did not extend to all 
areas of the nuclear weapons complex,
and even where they did they were con-
tingent upon oil and gas prices, the
source of much of the Russian govern-
ment’s revenues. Some policy experts

expressed concerns that the Russian
government, despite an increased ability
to do so, had been unwilling to invest in
the utilities, spare parts, and equipment
necessary to keep U.S.-funded coopera-
tive security upgrades in place and func-
tional. They lamented the absence of a
“security culture” in Russia. Thus, in re-
sponse to external constraints–and with
plenty of evidence to the contrary–both
the Science Centers and ipp adopted the
myth that Russia could assume more of
the funding and administrative burden
itself.

Organizations face one set of con-
straints from the environments in 
which they operate; they face a differ-
ent set at home. New organizations 
created to implement novel tasks are
more likely to be successful if they do 
so in ways that reinforce the mission,
interests, and goals of their parent or-
ganization. In other words, new pro-
grams need to ½t in at home. 

The literature on organizations at-
tests to the problems experienced by
programs that are signi½cantly differ-
ent from their parent organizations.3
Goals and activities that contradict 
standard routines, or that require sig-
ni½cant changes to them, tend either 
to be marginalized, given away, or ter-
minated, or implemented in such a 
way that forces them to line up with 
the interests of the parent organiza-
tion. Although both ipp and the Sci-
ence Centers adopted the same strat-
egies for dealing with external con-
straints, they adopted signi½cantly 
different implementation strategies, 
in an attempt to align their program
goals with the interests of their par-
ent organization.

For the Science Centers, this meant
overcoming several characteristics that
put them out of sync with normal State

Dædalus  Spring 2009 111

Competing
organiza-
tional in-
terests & 
the prolif-
eration of 
Soviet
wmd

expertise



Department routines. The Centers are
multinational organizations, and U.S.
participation is managed by the State
Department. At ½rst glance, this would
appear to indicate key commonalities:
the Centers require the sort of skills and
processes that make up the core of the
State Department’s diplomatic activi-
ties. However, some in the department
saw the Science Centers as a security
issue that more appropriately belonged
to the Defense Department. To others,
the Science Centers seemed out of place
because they were functional activities,
focusing on a particular type of work, 
in contrast to the State Department’s
tendency to organize along country or
geographic-speci½c lines. Further, the
Agency for International Development
(aid), a quasi-autonomous part of the
State Department, oversees most coop-
erative efforts like the Science Centers.
In the past, there have been frequent
conflicts between aid and the State
Department over priorities, strategy, 
and program direction. The staff of the
Science Centers also tends to be drawn
from the executive service, rather than
Foreign Service Of½cers (fsos), and so
they often do not enjoy the clout, au-
thority, or career advancement oppor-
tunities that the State Department af-
fords its fsos. Finally, the Science Cen-
ters were out of step with normal State
Department routines because they in-
herited especially strict oversight and
accounting rules from the Defense
Department, which helped lay the
groundwork for the Centers in the 
early 1990s.

Conscious that they did not share
many of the features of usual State
Department programs, the Centers at-
tempted to ½t in by adopting the State
Department’s focus on process. The
State Department negotiates agree-
ments and implements decisions that

are made elsewhere, and is widely con-
sider to be a “process organization,” fo-
cused on the routines needed to ensure
implementation, not on the decision-
making needed to determine policy it-
self. Similarly, the Science Centers made
administering the Science Centers their
main focus. They established and came
to value a set of detailed rules and pro-
cedures for project development, selec-
tion, and management, thereby helping
to facilitate decision-making between
the different member nations, all of
whom retained the right to determine
their own funding priorities while em-
phasizing decision-making by consen-
sus. For these reasons, the Science Cen-
ters emphasized the process of project
administration, reasoning that nonpro-
liferation goals were met if due process
was respected. 

Unfortunately, this led the Centers 
to neglect the periodic reexamination
needed to ensure that program activities
still furthered nonproliferation goals.
Take the Partner Projects, for example.
The Science Centers, through U.S. lead-
ership, considered these projects a suc-
cess because they involved external fun-
ders and met established project crite-
ria. However, they neglected to consid-
er whether they resulted in job crea-
tion–a serious problem given that the
vast majority of partners are now U.S.
government agencies and not commer-
cial entities.

At ipp, the pressure to ½t in was differ-
ent. ipp was conceived and established
by experts from the U.S. nuclear weap-
ons labs. These labs are part of the De-
partment of Energy, which has tradition-
ally allowed them considerable autono-
my. As a result, ipp remained a largely
decentralized program in which most
signi½cant decisions, including those
about strategic direction and program
funding, were made by the individual
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labs. There was a small ipp staff, but 
it had the power only to persuade, not
command. 

Initially the independence of the 
labs proved very useful, enabling the
flexibility and individual variation nec-
essary to develop trust and cooperation
with former Soviet weapons institutes.
Over time, however, this independence
led to coordination problems as each 
lab sought to send their own teams of
experts to Russia. The result was fre-
quent and excessive visits, which raised
concerns in Russia about spying. In the
United States, the labs allocated ipp re-
sources through logrolling rather than
prioritization, so project spending tend-
ed to reflect the need to harmonize
funding between U.S. labs rather than
the allocation of money according to
project merit. Additionally, ipp was un-
able to force the labs to keep accurate or
detailed records of their projects or the
former Soviet experts involved. This led
to a series of problems, including discov-
eries that more U.S. funding was going
to U.S. labs than to Russian ones, and,
most recently, to concerns that the U.S.
labs have funded project teams in Russia
that are also involved in nuclear energy
and, possibly, weapons activities in Iran.

Looking at U.S. nonproliferation activ-
ities through the lens of organizational
interest yields important policy-relevant
conclusions. Both the Science Centers
and ipp pursued inef½cient strategies for
½ghting the proliferation of wmd exper-
tise from the former Soviet Union, large-
ly because they skewed implementation
of their given tasks in an effort to con-
form to the activities valued by their par-
ent organization. For the Science Cen-
ters, this meant emphasizing the process
of project selection rather than consider-
ations of project quality, relevance, and
outcomes. Focusing on rules and proce-

dures over substance helped the Centers
overcome some of the factors that put
them at odds with normal State Depart-
ment activities. ipp, on the other hand,
preserved the structures of authority
that typically characterize relations be-
tween the U.S. labs and the Department
of Energy. As a result, ipp was unable to
enforce overall priorities or standards of
accountability.

But another source of pressure forced
the Science Centers and ipp away from
their original nonproliferation goals:
that of their external environments. Be-
cause of domestic political demands in
the United States and constraints in Rus-
sia, both programs adopted similar nar-
ratives for justifying their actions and
answers to how they verify weapons cre-
dentials, pursue exit strategies, measure
success, as well as why they are pulling
back from work in Russia. These actions,
responses to organizational interests and
external constraints, ultimately caused
both programs to diverge from the suc-
cessful and ef½cient pursuit of their non-
proliferation goals. 

These cases show that the literature 
on organizational interests has impor-
tant implications for U.S. nonprolifera-
tion policy. However, this study of the
Science Centers and ipp also provides le-
verage for understanding organizational
interest. Although it is well-established
in the literature that organizational in-
terest requires the accommodation of
both external and internal constraints,
there is insuf½cient attention to how or-
ganizations manage these conflicting de-
mands. The cases of ipp and the Science
Centers demonstrate how organizations
become isomorphic as they adopt strate-
gies to legitimize their activities in a way
valued by their external environment,
but also remain different in an effort to
½t in with their parent organization.
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The United States faces unprecedent-
ed foreign policy and national security
challenges.1 Conflicts in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, the global war on terrorism,
the proliferation of nuclear weapons, 
the increasing assertiveness of Russia,
the growth of Chinese military power,
global climate change, not to mention
the spread of poverty, infectious dis-
eases, and ethnic and religious strife
around the world: the challenges aren’t
limited; the resources to meet them are.
The high operational tempo of the wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan has stretched
the military to the breaking point. The
ongoing ½nancial crisis and economic
recession will severely limit the ability 
of the federal government to sustain 
or increase expenditures for defense 
and foreign aid. 

The Obama administration has a
unique opportunity to reorient Amer-
ican foreign policy and lay out a new
national security strategy that more
effectively strikes a balance between 
the ends we seek and the means we 
possess. Such a strategy would recog-
nize that the United States faces con-
siderable constraints in the realm of 
foreign policy. Some of these are self-

inflicted: the war in Iraq, for example,
proved to be a costly undertaking that
has severely burdened the U.S. military.
Other constraints stem from develop-
ments outside of Washington’s control.
The rise of new regional powers and the
erosion of the liberal consensus will in-
creasingly limit the exercise of Ameri-
can power. Given these developments,
Washington must not only scale back
American ambitions, but also demon-
strate prudence with the nation’s lim-
ited resources. 

In his classic book on the subject, Lid-
dell Hart de½ned strategy as “the art 
of distributing and applying military
means to ful½ll the ends of policy.”2

While armchair generals often focus 
on the application of force, identify-
ing and prioritizing the “ends of pol-
icy” are of equal, if not greater, impor-
tance. For without a clear sense of the
ends, foreign policy will not only be in-
coherent, but often ineffective. More-
over, without realistic prioritization, 
foreign policy will attempt everything
while, often, accomplishing nothing.

Elected on a foreign policy platform
that preached modesty, the Bush admin-
istration came to de½ne the goals of the
United States in broad and lofty terms.
In its 2006 National Security Strategy, for
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example, the White House boldly argued
that the “ultimate goal” of U.S. policy
would be to “end tyranny in our world”
by creating “a world of democratic, 
well-governed states that can meet the
needs of their citizens and conduct
themselves responsibly in the interna-
tional system.”3 Among the speci½c
tasks listed as essential to realizing this
vision were strengthening alliances to
defeat global terrorism, working with
others to defuse regional conflicts, pre-
venting the spread of weapons of mass
destruction, encouraging the develop-
ment of democratic societies, and pro-
moting free trade and open markets.

In the abstract, each of these goals is
laudable, and to its credit, the Bush ad-
ministration did make selective prog-
ress toward realizing its vision. But as 
a guide to practical planning, there are
serious limitations with this vision of
America’s place in the world. To begin
with, there is little sense of which of
these goals should be prioritized. The
lack of a clear hierarchy of objectives 
is particularly problematic given that
many of these abstract policy objec-
tives are in tension with one another. 
For example, efforts to strengthen al-
liances to defeat global terrorism in
countries such as Saudi Arabia or Pak-
istan were frequently at odds with at-
tempts to champion human dignity 
or promote democracy. Similarly, en-
couraging countries to open their
economies to global trade and invest-
ment may pay dividends in the long
term, but in the short term these pol-
icies often have the effect of exacer-
bating inequality and generating do-
mestic strife. The strategy also lacks 
clarity on how achieving the goals it 
outlines will directly protect the Unit-
ed States. The spread of democracy 
may encourage the emergence of 
friendly regimes, but it is also possi-

ble that militant groups will use the bal-
lot box to achieve power, as was the case
with Hamas in the 2006 Palestinian elec-
tions. Working to defuse regional con-
flicts might promote peace and stability
in some cases, but it could also embroil
the United States in distant conflicts of
little direct interest.

The so-called “global war on terror-
ism” epitomizes the drawbacks of cast-
ing the core goals of American foreign
policy in such abstract and contradic-
tory terms. Various Bush-era planning
documents describe the United States 
as engaged in a conflict in which “the
enemy is terrorism” and “building and
maintaining a united global front against
terrorism” is an important component
of victory.4 These statements are not
particularly useful as guides for public
policy. According to the State Depart-
ment, some forty-two groups around 
the globe employ terrorism as a strat-
egy to accomplish their speci½c aims.5
To lump these groups together is to de-
½ne the threat in a way that is overly
broad: it conflates Islamic extremists 
in Algeria with Marxist rebels in Co-
lombia, Shiite fundamentalists in Leb-
anon with Sunni radicals in Pakistan. 
To claim that we can or should ½ght 
terrorism in all of these locations, or 
that these conflicts comprise some co-
herent war in which a single strategy 
will prove effective, is unhelpful. 

Trying to undermine particular ter-
rorist groups can be an appropriate for-
eign policy goal of the United States. 
But formulating policies based on tran-
scendental goals or vague threats mud-
dies what we clearly know to be more
urgent: that the influence of Al Qaeda 
is a greater priority than Basque sepa-
ratists or splinter factions of the Irish
Republican Army; or that the influence
of Islamic fundamentalists in Pakistan 
is a much more pressing danger than 



terrorist cells in Central or Southeast
Asia. Given limited resources and the
multifaceted nature of the threat, the
United States must de½ne its needs in
precise and direct terms. 

What, then, should be the main for-
eign policy goals of the United States? 
In many respects, it is easier to iden-
tify what the goals shouldn’t be. First, 
the United States should abandon the
notion that it can or should seek to dis-
courage others from challenging its
political leadership or military prima-
cy. As recently as September 2002, 
the White House declared that an im-
portant bene½t of America’s military
might was its ability to “dissuade po-
tential adversaries from pursuing a 
military build-up in hopes of surpass-
ing, or equaling, the power of the Unit-
ed States.”6 The global distribution of
power, however, is already beginning 
to shift away from one de½ned by U.S.
predominance and toward one that is
much more multipolar, regionalized,
and complex.7 Rising powers such as
China, India, and Brazil are becoming
major players in the global economy.
Potential adversaries such as Russia 
and Iran are assertively challenging
American influence within their re-
spective neighborhoods. The Nation-
al Intelligence Council (nic) recently
concluded that in the future “the Unit-
ed States’ relative strength . . . will 
decline and US leverage will become
more strained.”8 American power 
won’t evaporate overnight, nor will
Washington cease to play a leading 
role in global affairs. But, as the nic

report makes clear, the unrivaled dom-
inance of American power can no 
longer be taken for granted. 

Second, the United States needs 
to moderate its attempts to spread de-
mocracy around the globe. Promoting

democracy is laudable, but it is not 
clear that U.S. efforts have produced, 
or can produce, their intended effects.
Attempts by the United States to bolster
moderate Muslim politicians often have
the reverse consequence of decreasing
their legitimacy in the eyes of local pop-
ulations. Moreover, new democracies 
or countries undergoing political transi-
tion are rarely bastions of stability and
political moderation, as was evidenced
by Georgian President Saakashvili’s
clumsy and ill-fated attempts to provoke
Russia for domestic political gain. The
increasing prevalence of semi-authori-
tarian regimes–those that adopt demo-
cratic practices, such as elections, along-
side authoritarian ones, such as one-
party rule–suggests that it is not clear
that liberal, multiparty democracy re-
mains the most attractive model of do-
mestic governance. 

Not just democratic institutions, 
but many of the major elements of the
postwar liberal order are being called
into question. The collapse of the latest
round of the Doha trade talks, for ex-
ample, raised doubts about the contin-
ued viability of the global trade regime.
The credibility of the United Nations 
has been tarnished by recent peacekeep-
ing failures in Darfur and the Congo.
The nonproliferation treaty regime is 
in crisis following North Korea’s test-
ing of a nuclear device and Iran’s con-
tinued intransigence over its nuclear
program. Russia has taken advantage 
of its role as one of the world’s leading
oil and gas exporters to bully and in-
timidate its neighbors, while China 
has proven willing to undermine global
human rights regimes to protect its eco-
nomic interests in Africa. Even the Unit-
ed States’ traditional allies in Europe ap-
pear reluctant to contribute to multilat-
eral efforts such as nato’s operations 
in Afghanistan. In short, the spirit of ac-
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commodation and multilateral coopera-
tion that Washington had encouraged
and exploited in the past appears in lim-
ited supply today. Recently, leading pow-
ers have approached core issues so diver-
gently that it is unlikely that the Obama
administration will be able to rebuild
quickly or easily the foundations of the
international system around a new mul-
tilateral consensus. 

If the United States cannot retain its
leading position or easily reconstruct 
the postwar liberal order, what options
does it possess? One possibility would
be for Washington to accept the erosion
of its hegemony and simply withdraw
from global affairs. But the short-term
challenges facing the United States, such
as the worsening insurgency in Afghan-
istan, political instability in Pakistan,
and the Iranian nuclear crisis, limit the
attractiveness of a rapid retreat from
global affairs. In addition, just because
the United States will face a more com-
plicated and fractious international 
environment does not mean that its
leadership will always be ineffective. 
As Fareed Zakaria has argued, the chal-
lenge is not one of American decline, 
but managing the “rise of the rest.”9

There may be distinct limits to Amer-
ican power in the future, especially in
regions where new economic or mili-
tary rivals are increasing in strength. 
But the United States will still be able 
to work with these new regional pow-
ers on select issues of common interest.

By developing more robust bilater-
al economic and security relationships
with regional partners, the United States
can cultivate relationships that have the
potential to endure despite a weakening
of American economic and political in-
fluence. American foreign policy would,
as a result, move away from the urge to
reconstruct some grand liberal bargain
and instead focus on speci½c threats,

whether the proliferation of nuclear
weapons, instability in Iraq, terrorist
attacks launched by global jihadist net-
works such as Al Qaeda, or increased
Russian assertiveness. Such a policy
should be comprised of three core 
principles. First, the United States 
must possess willingness to compro-
mise on issues of limited importance.
Washington should indeed continue 
to draw bright lines with regard to in-
terests it considers vital to defend. But
by accepting and acquiescing to the pre-
rogatives of rising powers in areas of
minor importance, the United States 
can signal its moderation while also 
garnering more support on issues of
major importance. Second, Washing-
ton should strive to restore its position
as a good faith broker in world politics,
rather than play the role of global po-
liceman or moral arbiter. In this con-
text, standing alliances and multilateral
institutions will be of less importance
than impromptu diplomacy arrange-
ments through which the United States
works with ad hoc coalitions of major
powers to resolve particular crises. Fi-
nally, the United States must develop 
the ability to anticipate new threats be-
fore they emerge and respond to them 
in a flexible manner once they do–not
least of all for the bene½ts this sort of
preventative approach will yield in the
long run. 

What might this alternative approach
look like in practice? Consider nuclear
proliferation, one of the top foreign 
policy priorities of the new administra-
tion. The issue turns on whether the
emerging multipolar international sys-
tem should be one with only a handful 
of nuclear powers, or one in which a sig-
ni½cant number of states, both great and
small, possess nuclear arsenals. While all
of the major powers have an incentive to
avoid the proliferation of nuclear weap-
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ons, the inherent uncertainty and ambi-
guity of the emerging international en-
vironment create signi½cant incentives
for mid-range states or aspiring region-
al powers to embark on a nuclear weap-
ons program, or to hedge their bets by
acquiring the technical infrastructure 
to construct a weapon if necessary. In
the past, the United States has met this
challenge through multilateral diploma-
cy, but the nonproliferation regime is
under serious strain. Non-nuclear weap-
ons states increasingly question wheth-
er the nuclear weapons states intend to
ful½ll their nonproliferation treaty obli-
gations, whether ensuring the supply of
peaceful nuclear technology as guaran-
teed by Article Four or working toward
eventual disarmament as required by Ar-
ticle Six. Moreover, the recent cases of
North Korea and Iran have raised ques-
tions about the ability of the major pow-
ers to enforce the regime reliably and
equitably.

Rather than focusing solely on multi-
lateral solutions, the United States needs
to approach nonproliferation questions
on a case-by-case basis. Given the lim-
itations of the global nonproliferation
regime, Washington should instead seek
to work together with regional powers
and local allies to bring pressure on as-
piring proliferators. Such an approach
has produced modest success in the case
of North Korea and could be possible
with Iran, if the United States were to
engage seriously in diplomacy with Iran
instead of delegating that responsibility
to the European Union. Moreover, the
United States should demonstrate great-
er flexibility in the types of bargains it 
is willing to accept. For example, there
may be very justi½able reasons to limit
the spread of enrichment and reprocess-
ing technology, but it may be impossible
to do so in each and every case. Wash-
ington should consider accepting com-

promises on access to the fuel cycle 
for countries such as Iran. The United
States could allow a limited research-
scale enrichment program, provided 
it could be coupled with a robust veri-
½cation regime. Not only would this 
create possible ground for a long-term
compromise with Iran, it would also
generate international support for ag-
gressive action should Tehran divert
material to a weapons program. Final-
ly, the United States should consider
negotiating agreements outside of 
the nonproliferation regime in appro-
priate cases. The recent bilateral U.S.-
India nuclear deal, for example, was 
criticized in some quarters for legiti-
mizing India’s nuclear program, which
was pursued outside of the multilater-
al treaty framework. While there are 
certainly problems with the deal, espe-
cially as it relates to U.S.-Pakistani re-
lations, the arrangement helps draw
New Delhi closer to Washington and
reaf½rms India’s general commitment 
to nonproliferation. Washington might
even consider a similar bilateral agree-
ment with Pakistan, could it be tied to
important guarantees regarding the ex-
port of nuclear material and technolo-
gies. 

There are similar opportunities to
develop tailored solutions to speci½c
policy challenges in other areas. In the
case of Iraq, for example, the United
States reached an agreement with the
Iraqi government in November 2008 
to draw down its combat forces over 
the next three years, but it remains to 
be seen whether this plan will produce 
a stable regime or lead to a renewal of
sectarian violence. The answer is not
solely dependent upon politicians in
Baghdad: the policies adopted by Iraq’s
neighbors, such as Iran, Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, and Turkey, matter, too. Wash-
ington should build upon bilateral talks
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it has previously held with foreign dip-
lomats in Baghdad and work toward a
formal agreement among the regional
powers that would commit Iraq’s neigh-
bors to policies designed to foster po-
litical stability during this critical tran-
sitional period. As in the case of man-
aging nuclear proliferation, this may re-
quire the United States to accept some
unsavory outcomes, such as a height-
ened degree of Iranian influence in
Iraq’s internal affairs. But this coopera-
tion is vital to achieve the more impor-
tant goal of the prevention of a renew-
al of sectarian violence, which would
threaten to draw Iraq’s neighbors into 
a broader regional conflict.

Similarly, much has been made of 
Russia’s recent aggression against Geor-
gia and the possibility of a “new cold
war.” But the solution to rising tensions
with Russia lies in ½nding areas of com-
mon interest, and not in political brinks-
manship. To this end, the United States
should seek to accommodate Russian
interests in areas of minor importance
while articulating to Moscow the cost 
of renewed competition. For example, 
as is presently being considered, the
Obama administration could seek to
arrange a deal with Moscow to cancel
the planned deployment of missile de-
fense systems to Eastern Europe in ex-
change for renewed progress on bilater-
al arms control. A similar compromise
could be struck on the planned expan-
sion of nato, with the United States
agreeing to moderate the scale or speed
of enlargement in exchange for a public
commitment from Russia to cease med-
dling in the internal affairs of countries
in the near abroad, such as Georgia and
Ukraine. Even while striving to be mod-
erate, Washington nevertheless should
be clear about what bright lines must not
be crossed, whether aggression against
allies or the coercive manipulation of 

oil and gas shipments to Europe. Such 
a strategy will not transform Russia into 
a friend or ally, and it is entirely likely
that Russia will continue to behave like 
a regional bully. But given Russia’s in-
creasing power, the United States must
be modest in its goals. Occasional coop-
eration with Moscow on vital issues re-
lating to arms control may not lay the
groundwork for unending friendship,
but it can help moderate the conse-
quences of competition.

Moderating U.S. goals in the face of 
a changing international environment 
is especially important given the limits
of America’s military capabilities. The
high operational tempo of the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan has degraded the
current capabilities of the U.S. military.
Nearly two-thirds of home active-duty
army brigades are rated as not ready for
service, largely because they lack the
equipment to train properly between
overseas deployments.10 Inhospitable
operating environments and lengthy
deployments have also contributed to
the decline in the reliability of hard-
ware and equipment, as well as soaring
maintenance costs. The army has also
had a dif½cult time retaining mid-career
of½cers and meeting elevated recruiting
goals.11 The cost of recruiting and re-
taining active-duty military personnel
has skyrocketed, both because of the
need to increase pay and because of ris-
ing health care expenses for veterans.12

Rebuilding America’s military capabil-
ities in the wake of these two conflicts 
is an important priority for the new
administration. 

Adding to this challenge, the Pentagon
is in the midst of an ambitious program
to transform the military.13 The navy is
committed to developing a new genera-
tion of surface ships, while the air force
is in the process of modernizing its fleet



of tactical ½ghters and tanker aircraft.
Such efforts have been complicated,
however, by the fact that many of the
next-generation weapons systems have
been plagued by cost overruns and de-
lays. For example, the army’s Future
Combat System is an estimated 48 per-
cent over budget and more than four
years behind schedule.14 This example 
is not unique: since the end of the cold
war, the acquisition costs of major weap-
ons programs have increased an estimat-
ed 120 percent while the funding provid-
ed for these programs has increased only
57 percent.15 According to John Christie,
the inability of the military to continue
to ½nance its acquisition needs raises 
the gloomy prospect that “the U.S. mil-
itary will cease being a signi½cant influ-
ence in world events because of a shrink-
ing force structure.”16 This impending
shortfall is even more alarming given the
rapid growth of military budgets in the
past eight years. Under the Bush admin-
istration, spending on defense almost
doubled, from $294 billion in fy 2000 
to more than $647 billion in fy 2008.
Given a weak economy, shrinking tax
receipts, and a ballooning federal bud-
get de½cit, it is unlikely that the Obama
administration will be able to increase
the size of the Pentagon budget to meet
the escalating costs of defense acquisi-
tion.

Further complicating matters is the
uncertainty about what missions the
U.S. military will be asked to perform 
in the coming years and whether the
Pentagon should focus on acquiring 
new capabilities relevant to ½ghting ter-
rorists and insurgents or focus on mod-
ernizing weapons systems designed to
meet threats from potential state com-
petitors.17 The military could, in theory,
develop multiple competencies, includ-
ing both counterinsurgency operations
and conventional maneuver warfare, to

meet these multifaceted challenges. 
In practice, however, there are impor-
tant tradeoffs. For instance, the bur-
dens of the Iraq and Afghanistan oper-
ations have already eroded traditional
war-½ghting capabilities. A recent army
white paper estimates that more than 
90 percent of soldiers in ½eld artillery
units are operating outside their occu-
pational specialties and thus are uncer-
ti½ed to perform their artillery support
role.18

The growing emphasis on ½ghting
insurgencies and unconventional wars
has also muddied defense acquisition.
For example, the Pentagon has invest-
ed billions of dollars to develop and ac-
quire new surface ships that the navy
had claimed would enhance its ability 
to support counterinsurgency missions
in inshore waters. Critics charge that
these new ships, which include the Zum-
walt-class “stealth” destroyer and the
Littoral Combat Ship, may be too large
to accomplish the inshore missions for
which they are intended, yet too vul-
nerable to contribute to the navy’s tra-
ditional mission of maintaining blue-
water supremacy. Indeed, after an es-
timated $11 billion in research and de-
velopment, the navy recently reversed
course and recommended scaling back
the Zumwalt destroyer program, citing
evidence that these ships could not con-
duct traditional blue-water missions
such as area air defense and anti-subma-
rine warfare.19 Thus, in the absence of
clear direction, the Department of De-
fense may ½nd that in an effort both to
maintain a traditional war-½ghting capa-
bility and to acquire the capabilities to
meet new threats, it might end up with
costly weapons systems that can do nei-
ther.

What type of military capabilities
should the United States seek to rebuild
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in the period of diminished resources?
The typical answer to this question be-
gins by listing a number of expensive
and allegedly irrelevant weapons sys-
tems that should be cut. The usual sus-
pects include Ballistic Missile Defense,
the F/A-22 Raptor advanced ½ghter, 
the aforementioned Zumwalt-class de-
stroyer, and the army’s Future Combat
System. Assuming cuts to these speci½c
weapons systems would be prudent,
they make up only a relatively small 
portion of the defense budget. A recent
report by the Institute for Policy Stud-
ies recommended the elimination or re-
duction of eleven different defense pro-
gram areas, but the combined savings 
of these cuts would have been $48.7 bil-
lion–about 8 percent of total military
spending.20 While this is an important
start, policies to scale back unnecessary
systems and reform the acquisition pro-
cess alone are not durable solutions to
increased budgetary pressure.

Rather than simply tinker with exist-
ing programs, the United States needs 
to rethink fundamentally what it hopes
to accomplish with its military forces in
the coming decades. Without any gen-
uine military competitor at this exact
moment, the United States misdirects 
its resources by investing in expensive
weapons systems designed to ensure
dominance against every imaginable
adversary, everywhere around the globe.
At the same time, building a military
that is designed exclusively to combat
asymmetric threats posed by insurgents
and terrorist groups risks degrading the
ability of the United States to respond 
to more assertive rising regional powers
in the medium to long term. Instead, a
force must be created that can respond
to the diversity of missions that will be
faced in the coming decades. 

In doing so the military should seek
½rst to create a hybrid force capable of

meeting diverse threats across a variety
of areas of operations. Rather than train-
ing individual units broadly, the military
should allow for greater specialization
and the development of forces tailored
to meet speci½c challenges. In addition,
this force should consist of units that 
are more tightly integrated across servic-
es and with civilian agencies. Individual
military branches should not be viewed
as isolated instruments and should be
coordinated more closely with all of the
elements of American power.

What might this look like in practice?
Take the U.S. Army, for example. At the
moment, the army is focused on train-
ing units for “full-spectrum” operations,
whether counterinsurgency or tradition-
al high-intensity combat.21 However,
the expectation that individual units can
do everything is unrealistic, especially
when high operational tempo leaves 
little time for training and has thinned
the ranks of skilled of½cers. This poli-
cy also encourages a “one force ½ts all”
approach, with only a single option 
to meet any challenge. Going forward,
army leadership should consider pro-
posals to develop a more specialized
force consisting of a mix of units of dif-
ferent sizes, each with a different core
competency.22 Some units could be
tasked with preparing to ½ght conven-
tional wars against regional competitors
while others could train to perform non-
traditional tasks such as counterinsur-
gency or post-conflict reconstruction. 
In developing this specialized force, the
army should focus on improving the par-
ticular skills of its soldiers, rather than
the technological sophistication of their
armored vehicles. Advanced technology
is no substitute for soldiers who can in-
terface effectively with a local popula-
tion. To this end, the army should con-
tinue to invest in developing critical lan-
guage skills and in expanding training
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for non-combat roles, including military
advisors and reconstruction teams. At
the same time, the army cannot become
too intellectually focused on any one re-
gion or any one particular threat. In an
unpredictable world, with multiple re-
gional powers, the army must be special-
ized for particular roles but not overly
speci½c. 

There are similar opportunities in the
other military branches. The air force
needs to develop a correspondingly hy-
brid force that is not simply dominat-
ed by advanced tactical ½ghter aircraft.
Developing advanced airlift capabilities
to move American forces quickly to hot
spots is a pressing need, as is meeting
the growing demand for unmanned aeri-
al vehicles to support counterinsurgen-
cy and counterterrorism missions. Simi-
larly, despite occasional rhetorical state-
ments to the contrary, the navy remains
committed to a blue-water fleet organ-
ized around the carrier strike group. Giv-
en the potential threats posed by subma-
rines and anti-ship cruise missiles to ex-
pensive platforms such as aircraft carri-
ers, there may be reasons to shift empha-
sis toward a more diverse fleet with sur-
face ships capable of operating in a vari-
ety of different contests, including hos-
tile and contested waters closer in-
shore.23

To a certain extent these recommen-
dations echo those made by Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates, who in a re-
cent Foreign Affairs article encouraged 
the United States to develop a “better
balance in the portfolio of capabilities 
it has” and to “institutionalize capabili-
ties such as counterinsurgency and for-
eign military assistance.”24 This is an
important step in the right direction.
Over the long term, however, the mili-
tary must go beyond simply shifting 
priorities. The distinction between the
services is becoming increasingly obso-

lete; operations on land, at sea, and 
in the air are not easily separated from
one another. In the short term, the four
branches need to work more closely
with each other to increase the effec-
tiveness of military operations, what-
ever their speci½c purpose. Over the
long term, the military should move to-
ward an integrated force divided more
by specialized role than by branch or
service.25 One could imagine the devel-
opment of standing forces with integrat-
ed components: a counterinsurgency
rapid reaction force consisting not sim-
ply of army trainers and advisors, but
also of air force unmanned aerial vehi-
cles to provide intelligence and navy 
vessels to interdict arms smuggling 
and combat piracy in littoral waters.

Finally, the United States should pro-
mote greater coordination between the
military and civilian agencies, especial-
ly in the context of counterinsurgency
and nation-building efforts. A promis-
ing model is the Provincial Reconstruc-
tion Team, ½rst used in Afghanistan, 
in which a small military contingent
works closely with civilian experts and
host government representatives to en-
courage governance, provide security,
and deliver targeted assistance to a local
population.26 Going forward, the mili-
tary should formalize this cooperation,
encouraging the development of units
tasked for nation-building and advisory
missions in which there is a dedicated
civilian contribution.27 By combining
hard and soft power, the United States
can maintain its influence despite con-
straints on available resources.

The United States is at a crossroads in
its foreign and national security policy.
The national security challenges are ex-
tensive while the capabilities available 
to meet them are under severe strain.
New political and economic powers are
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emerging across a variety of regions, 
and the United States can no longer 
be assured of unrivaled power and 
influence. These trends suggest that
Washington cannot wield its power in-
discriminately in pursuit of ambiguous
and wide-ranging goals. Rather, it must
marshal its limited means to accomplish
speci½c goals in vital areas, working in
conjunction with long-standing allies,
emerging powers, even potential ene-
mies. To help accomplish these limit-
ed goals, the U.S. military must become
a much different institution. It can no
longer remain a collection of branches
dedicated to ½ghting large-scale conven-
tional wars against rival states, but must
transform itself into a hybrid force that
can meet specialized challenges in a di-
verse and chaotic world in coordination
with its civilian counterparts.

Observers have anticipated Ameri-
ca’s decline numerous times before and
have been proven wrong: just think of
the military rebuilding itself in the after-
math of Vietnam or following post–cold
war trimming of the defense budget. But
the argument presented here is not an-
other simple, overly pessimistic exercise

in what Samuel Huntington has called
“declinism.”28 The rise of new region-
al powers has not eliminated America’s
influence; it has simply attenuated and
complicated it. The wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan have not destroyed Amer-
ican military power; they have simply
exposed certain limits to its effective
application. But while it would be a 
mistake to prophesy the imminent de-
cline and fall of America in the world, 
it would be just as erroneous to engage
in American triumphalism. There is 
no more certain way to accentuate the
limits in American power or to acceler-
ate the erosion of American influence
than by adopting policies designed to
prolong American dominance. In this
respect, the United States is its own
worst enemy. As evidenced by the com-
plications in Iraq and Afghanistan, with
great power comes the opportunity to
make great mistakes. By moderating its
ends and relying on specialized means,
the United States can be prepared for
whatever uncertainties await it in the
coming decades while acclimating it-
self to a world where it has much to 
lose and little to gain.
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Scarlett’s breath came back to her as sud-
denly and painfully as after a blow in the
stomach. A Yankee, a Yankee with a long
pistol on his hip! And she was alone in the
house with three sick girls and the babies!
As he lounged up the walk, hand on hol-
ster, beady little eyes glancing to right and
left, a kaleidoscope of jumbled pictures
spun in her mind, stories Aunt Pittypat
had whispered of attacks on unprotected
women, throat cuttings, houses burned
over the heads of dying women, children
bayoneted because they cried, all of the
unspeakable horrors that lay bound up 
in the name of “Yankee.”

–Margaret Mitchell, Gone With the Wind1

As a young girl growing up in the
South, I was forced to watch Gone With
the Wind throughout my primary and
secondary education. As May dwindled
into June, teachers grew weary of lectur-
ing on multiplication tables or constitu-
tional history and resorted to “historical
½lms” to pass the time, with Gone With
the Wind at the top of the list. I hated the
movie at every age–and not because I
wanted to crawl under my desk and die
of humiliation every time a black person
came on screen. Rather, the ½lm’s vio-

lent content, speci½cally its sexual un-
dertones, gave me nightmares. In one
instance, Scarlett, confronted by a Yan-
kee soldier, shoves a pistol in his face
and pulls the trigger. The viewer under-
stands Scarlett’s motivation: that im-
plicit in the “unspeakable horrors that
lay bound up in the name of ‘Yankee’” 
is the threat of rape.

Few scholars have addressed the sexu-
al threat captured in this confrontation
between Scarlett and the Union solider.
In fact, historians have accepted without
question the idea that Union soldiers
rarely raped southern women, black or
white, and have argued that sexual vio-
lence was rare during the Civil War. Yet
Mitchell’s ½ctional account of one wom-
an’s wartime experience makes clear
that a perceived threat of rape during 
the Civil War was all too real for south-
ern women. 

Wartime rape is an issue both ancient
and contemporary, evident more recent-
ly in reports of mass rapes in the Yugo-
slavian wars of secession and the genoci-
dal massacres in Rwanda, but equally
present in accounts from the Torah, the
Bible, Homer, Anglo-Saxon chronicles,
and in mythological events like the rape
of the Sabine women. Indeed, much his-
torical evidence seems to suggest that
whenever and wherever men go to war,
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rape and the threat of sexual violence
against women are inevitable, even stra-
tegic components of warfare. 

During the Civil War many southern
women feared sexual assault, and hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands of women 
suffered rape. Even though the federal
military de½ned rape as a crime punish-
able by court-martial, even execution,
some Union soldiers were not deterred:
at least 250 were court-martialed for 
the crime of rape.2 In North Carolina
during spring 1865, Private James Preble
“attempted to rape” two white women,
Mrs. Rebecca Drake and Miss Louise
Bedard, and “did by physical force and
violence commit rape upon the person
of one Miss Letitia Craft.”3 When Perry
Holland of the 1st Missouri Infantry 
confessed to the rape of Miss Julia An-
derson, a white woman in Tennessee, 
he was sentenced to be shot, but his 
sentenced was later commuted.4 Mrs.
Catherine Farmer, also of Tennessee,
testi½ed that Lieutenant Harvey John 
of the 49th Ohio Infantry dragged her
into the bushes and told her he would
kill her if she did not “give it to him.” 
He tore her dress, broke her hoops, 
and “put his private parts into her,” 
for which he got ten years in prison.5
In Georgia, Albert Lane, part of Com-
pany B, in the 100th Regiment of Ohio
Volunteers, was also sentenced to ten
years because he “did on or about the
11th day of July, 1864 . . . upon one Miss
Louisa Dickerson . . . then and there forc-
ibly and against her will, feloniously 
did ravish and carnally know her.”6 In-
terestingly, the majority of the 250 court-
martialed cases involved either black
women raped by white men or white
women raped by black men, suggesting
that race played a key role not only in 
the cases the Union army sought to 
pursue, but also in who was willing to
report rape. 

Most rapes, however, likely went unre-
ported because many women, especially
women of the planter elite, considered
sexual assault a fate worse than death.
Because a white woman’s virtue repre-
sented her most valuable commodity,
much was at stake in making public a
crime understood to tarnish that virtue.
Women did, however, write about re-
ported sexual assaults and the fear of
rape in their diaries and letters. Mary
Chesnut, a plantation mistress in South
Carolina, complained in her wartime
diary: 

I think these times make all women feel
their humiliation in the affairs of the
world. With men it is on the ½eld–glory,
honour, praise & power. Women can only
stay at home–& every paper reminds us
that women are to be violated–ravished 
& all manner of humiliation. How are 
the daughters of Eve punished?7

Her words capture the vulnerability 
and fear that southern white women
experienced during the Civil War, but
also reveal her frustration and anger
over Confederate soldiers’ failure to 
protect southern women during the 
war. With so many men taking part in
the war effort, southern white women
found themselves without male pro-
tection, forcing them for the ½rst time 
to demand protection and participate 
in their own defense. Their acts of pub-
lic protest and violent self-defense
served not only as a political challenge 
to Union occupation, but also as a chal-
lenge to southern gender roles.8 At the
same time that southern women de½ed
the image of the dependent and fragile
southern belle, they also raised ques-
tions about southern white men’s abil-
ity to provide proper protection.

As federal troops began to occupy
southern territory, rumors that Yankees
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planned to rape their way through the
South spread. Refugees and local news-
papers reported “outrages against wom-
en” and other atrocities allegedly com-
mitted by Union soldiers.9 The Confed-
erate Congress whipped up the rumors
and intensi½ed women’s fears when it
declared: 

The conduct of the enemy has been desti-
tute of that forbearance and magnanimity
which civilization and Christianity have
introduced . . . clothing of women and in-
fants is stripped from their persons . . .
helpless women have been exposed to the
most cruel outrages and to that dishonor
which is in½nitely worse than death.10

When Confederate propaganda did not
succeed in keeping women in a state 
of constant fear, the mere presence of
Union soldiers did. 

In spring 1862, when General Ben-
jamin Butler arrived in New Orleans
with Union troops, he was greeted by 
a mob of men and women dismayed 
by defeat and outraged by the prospect
of Union occupation. New Orleaneans
challenged and resisted the authority 
of Butler and his 2,500 soldiers at every
turn: shopkeepers refused to do busi-
ness with “Yankees,” ministers refused
to say prayers for President Lincoln, 
and citizens destroyed Union flags. To
maintain order, Butler declared martial
law and set out to establish proper re-
spect for his troops and the Union cause.
Butler had William B. Mumford, a pro-
fessional gambler who had torn the U.S.
flag from the U.S. Mint in New Orleans,
arrested and sentenced to hang.11 When
a New Orleans bookseller placed a skele-
ton labeled “Chickahominy” in the win-
dow of his store, a place where numer-
ous Union soldiers had been slain, But-
ler sentenced him to two years’ con½ne-
ment at Ship Island, a federal prison dur-
ing the war, off the coast of Mississippi.

A merchant who refused to sell shoes to
a federal soldier had all of his stock sold
at auction. Shopkeepers who closed
their stores in protest were ½ned $100. 
A contractor who refused to do work 
for the army was imprisoned on bread
and water until he agreed to perform 
the job.12

Storekeepers and businessmen, out of
½nancial necessity, had little choice but
to yield to Butler’s orders; their wives
and daughters were under no such com-
pulsion. In fact, southern white women
remained openly resistant to Union oc-
cupation, seeking not only to provoke
Union troops, but also to compel Con-
federate men to action. If a New Orleans
belle met a Union of½cer or soldier on
the sidewalk, she contemptuously gath-
ered up her skirts and walked to the
other side of the street. When federal
soldiers boarded streetcars or entered
churches, southern women got up and
left with a great to-do. They wore Con-
federate flags in their hats and dresses
and hummed southern patriotic songs
within earshot of northern troops. One
woman, draped in a Confederate flag,
walked up to a soldier standing guard,
stared at him, and spat in the gutter be-
fore walking away in disgust; others spat
directly in the faces of federal soldiers.13

In fact, some went so far as to dump
their chamber pots onto passing Union
soldiers. Of displays like these, one gen-
eral noted, “Such venom one must see 
to believe. Such unsexing was hardly
ever before in any cause or country so
marked and so universal. I look at them
and think of fallen angels.”14

If some southern women hoped that
their actions would force Union of½cers
to retaliate, they got their wish on May
15, 1862, when General Butler issued his
infamous “General Orders, No. 28”:
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As the of½cers and soldiers of the United
States have been subject to repeated in-
sults from the women (calling themselves
ladies) of New Orleans in return for the
most scrupulous non-interference and
courtesy on our part, it is ordered that
hereafter when any female shall by word,
gesture, or movement insult or show con-
tempt for any of½cer or soldier of the
United States she shall be regarded and
held liable to be treated as a woman of 
the town plying her avocation.15

Butler’s Order licensed his troops not
only to refuse protection, but to offer in-
sult and to treat as prostitutes the wom-
en who offended federal troops and re-
sisted occupation. 

Butler insisted that Order 28 was not 
a call to rape, but he clearly believed 
that threatening sexual violence was a
justi½able means of subduing southern
women. When one of Butler’s of½cers
expressed concern that “troops may 
misunderstand the order,” Butler de-
fended:

Let us, then have one case of aggression 
on our side. I shall know how to deal 
with that case, so that it will never be
repeated. So far, all the aggression has
been against us. Here we are, conquerors
in a conquered city; we have respected
every right . . . and yet we cannot walk 
the streets without being outraged and
spit upon by green girls. I do not fear the
troops; but if aggression must be, let it 
not be all against us.16

Butler at once acknowledged his sol-
diers’ remarkable restraint and conced-
ed southern women’s success in agitat-
ing his troops. The Order was an “abso-
lute necessity from the outrageous con-
duct of the Secession women here, who
took every means of insulting my sol-
diers and inflaming the mob,” he ex-
plained to his superiors.17 The women 

of New Orleans, he argued, had left him
no choice but to pass “an order charac-
terizing [their] acts” as unwomanly and
undeserving of protection. 

Exploiting ideas about gender and
class, Butler expected the threat of sex-
ual violence to shame and force south-
ern women into policing their own be-
havior. When asked why he had not just
arrested the women, Butler explained
the “Guard House” was no place for
“lovely ladies” and insisted, “These in-
sults come from the balconies of houses
whence Juliet made love, and my men
must have broken open private dwel-
lings and chased the fair, feeble, fretful,
and ferocious rebels to their bedrooms
to have seized them.” Using language 
of sexual seduction, Butler reasoned 
that if his soldiers had been reduced to
“dragging screeching women through
the streets to the Guard House,” south-
ern women would have succeeded. No
southern man, he argued, would have
stood by as Union soldiers carried “Mrs.
Judge This and Mrs. Col. That and the
honorable Miss so and so” kicking and
screaming to jail.18

Those closest to Butler agreed the
Order was necessary and the insult to
southern womanhood justi½ed. “Never
has anything been more deserved,” ex-
plained Butler’s wife Sarah:

Their insolence is beyond endurance, and
must be checked. Such forbearance was
never shown to a conquered town as our
people have shown them. . . . To show their
appreciation of such forbearance, they
step out of their parlor on the piazzas and
grossly insult our of½cers as they pass
along the street.19

Like her husband, Sarah Butler believed
that the women of New Orleans forfeit-
ed their right to protection by refusing 
to behave as proper ladies. More impor-
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tantly, Secretary of State William Sew-
ard openly supported the Order, Assis-
tant Secretary of the Navy Gustavus Fox
applauded Butler’s actions, and Presi-
dent Lincoln, who received both domes-
tic and international pressure to repudi-
ate the Order, never did so.20

Confederates were outraged. The may-
or of New Orleans, John T. Monroe, was
the ½rst to condemn the Order, accusing
Butler of giving “license to the of½cers
and soldiers . . . to commit outrages . . .
upon defenseless women” and threat-
ening to step down as mayor if Butler
did not revoke the Order.21 Butler, un-
swayed by intimidation, informed the
mayor that “the language of the letter
would not be tolerated, and if he be-
lieved that he could no longer control
the ‘aroused’ passions of the people, he
would be relieved of his responsibility”
and sent directly to Fort Jackson, the
Union prison. When the mayor protest-
ed that his only desire was to “vindicate
the honor of the virtuous women of the
City,” Butler reassured him that the Or-
der did not “contemplate any virtuous
women,” explaining that virtuous wom-
en would not insult “by word, gesture,
or movement” federal troops and thus
had nothing to fear.22 Monroe accepted
Butler’s reasoning, rescinded his letter,
and signed an of½cial letter of apology.
The next day, however, he withdrew 
his apology on the grounds that he had
“misunderstood” Butler’s explanation
and called on the general to make a pub-
lic announcement declaring that Order
28 did not apply to decent ladies, to
which an impatient Butler insisted:

There can be, there has been, no room 
for misunderstanding of General Order
No. 28. . . . I shall not, as I have not abated,
a single word of that order; it was well
considered. If obeyed, it will protect the
true and modest woman from all possi-

ble insult: the others will take care of
themselves.23

Butler was adamant: southern ladies
who resisted federal occupation by in-
sulting and assaulting federal troops
behaved like prostitutes, unworthy of
protection. 

News of Butler’s Order circulated
widely in the Confederacy, where it was
understood as a direct attack on south-
ern womanhood. The Jackson Mississip-
pian offered $10 thousand for Butler’s
head, and Confederate generals read 
the edict to their troops to spur them 
to battle. From Corinth, Mississippi,
General Beauregard declared:

MEN OF THE SOUTH: Shall our moth-
ers, our wives, our daughters, and our sis-
ters be thus outraged by the ruf½anly sol-
diers of the North, to whom is given the
right to treat at their pleasure the ladies 
of the South as common harlots? Arouse,
friends, and drive back from our soil those
infamous invaders of our homes and dis-
turbers of our family ties.24

Governor Moore of Louisiana pro-
claimed that the “annals of warfare be-
tween civilized nations afford no simi-
lar instance of infamy” and encouraged
New Orleanians to rise up against But-
ler’s occupation. Jefferson Davis, presi-
dent of the Confederacy, described But-
ler as possessing “instincts so brutal as
to invite the violence of his soldiery
against the women of a captured city”25;
he, too, called for Butler’s head. South-
ern women had succeeded in provoking
southern men to their defense–at least
rhetorically–because, as New Orleanian
Clara Solomon wrote in her diary, “the
insult offered to us is also to them.”26

Butler’s Order 28 entangled the threat
of rape with more generalized anxieties
about the limits of southern manhood
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and the hollowness of antebellum gen-
der and class politics. Across the South,
women worried whether or not their
husbands and sons, fathers and brothers
would defend them from the horrors of
invasion. Confederate newspapers pub-
lished a plea from “THE DAUGHTERS OF
NEWORLEANS”:

AN APPEAL TO EVERY SOUTHERN
SOLDIER. –We turn to you in mute
agony! Behold our wrongs! Fathers! 
Husbands! Brothers! Sons! We know 
these bitter, burning wrongs will be ful-
ly avenged–never did southern women
appeal in vain for protection from insult!
But, for the sake of your sisters through-
out the south, with tears we implore you
not to surrender your cities, “in consider-
ation of the defenseless women and chil-
dren!” Do not leave your women to the
mercy of this merciless foe! Would it not
have been better for New Orleans to have
been laid in ruins, and we buried up be-
neath the mass, than that we should be
subjected to these untold sufferings? Is
life so precious a boon that, for the pres-
ervation of it, no sacri½ce is to great? Ah,
no! ah, no! Rather let us die with you, oh,
our fathers! Rather, like Virginius, plunge
your own swords into our breast, saying,
“This is all we can give our daughters.”27

Limited in their power to resist occupa-
tion, the women of New Orleans called
on Confederate men to ½ght on their be-
half and clung to traditional notions of
manhood. But the women’s appeal also
reveals uncertainty about these notions
–and a recognition that proper man-
hood, as they understood it, was fail-
ing them. 

Confederate of½cers and soldiers 
were notorious for abandoning cities
and towns as federal troops advanced. 
In May 1863, Mary Ann Loughborough,
who had followed her husband’s regi-
ment from Jackson to Vicksburg, record-

ed how the women of the city greeted
Confederate soldiers who confessed 
they were running from federal troops:
“Why don’t you stand your ground?”
“Shame on you all!” and “We are dis-
appointed in you! Who shall we look 
to now for protection?”28 In a letter 
to her husband, Julia Davidson com-
plained, “The men of Atlanta have
brought an everlasting stain on their
name. Instead of remaining to defend
their homes, they have run off and left
Atlanta to be defended by an army of
women and children.” She concluded,
“God help us for there is no help in
man.”29 In Virginia, a group of wom-
en declared the Confederate army in-
competent and suggested the forma-
tion of a ladies regiment in the Army 
of Shenandoah.30 In Jasper County, 
Mississippi, a group of “Ladies” peti-
tioned the Confederate secretary of 
war for male protection; but they also
requested weapons of their own to
defend themselves from “the demonic
invasion.”31

Southern women’s outrage at Butler’s
threat and their appeals for protection
revealed that they were neither com-
pletely defenseless, nor content to be
thought of as so. Before federal troops
ever arrived in Louisiana, Sarah Mor-
gan of Baton Rouge con½ded in her 
journal that she had a “pistol and carv-
ing knife ready.” After learning of But-
ler’s Order No. 28, she wrote, “Come 
to my bosom, O my discarded carving-
knife, laid aside under the impression
that these men were gentlemen.”32 Julia
LeGrand of New Orleans recorded in 
her diary, “Mrs. Norton has a hatchet, 
a tomahawk, and a vial of some kind of
spirits with which she intends to blind
all invaders.”33 In August 1862, Miss
Emma Holmes, of Charleston, South
Carolina, wrote, “Mrs. Henry M. Hyams
of New Orleans, the wife of the Lieut.
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Governor of the State has rendered her
name historic among Southern women,
who have nobly avenged the insults of
‘Butler, the Beast.’” Holmes explained 
in detail how a “Yankee of½cer” stopped
Hyams and demanded that she bow in
accordance with Butler’s Order. When
she refused, “the vile wretch threw his
arms around her and kissed her,” and
upon his release Hyams “drew a pistol
and shot him dead in all the flush of 
his insolence.”34 Mrs. Hyams, the sto-
ry went, was spirited away by a sympa-
thetic Union of½cer who helped her
reach southern lines.35

Women all over the South armed
themselves. From her family plantation,
Oakland, eight miles north of Holly
Springs, Mississippi, nineteen-year-old
Cordelia Lewis Scales wrote to a dear
friend: 

I wish you could see me now with my 
hair parted on the side with my black 
velvet zouave on & pistol by my side &
riding my ½ne colt, Beula. I know you
would take me for a Guerilla. I never 
ride now or walk without my pistol. 
Quite warlike, you see.36

In Macon, Georgia, a man explained 
that his mother and sister, who lived in
the country, felt “quite secure” with the
pistol and long knife that he had given
them. To her husband, Julia Pope Stan-
ley of Georgia wrote, “Oh that I had
more faith. But when I hear of how our
women are insulted by the Yankees, my
heart almost faints within me”; howev-
er, she concluded, “Every woman ought
to be armed with a dagger to defend her-
self.”37 Even Jefferson Davis made sure
his wife, Varina, had a pistol for her pro-
tection. He made a point to show her
how to use it herself, but in the end sug-
gested, “You can at least, if reduced to
the last extremity, force your assailants
to kill you.”38 A woman’s taking up

arms, it turns out, did not have to in-
volve her direct use of the weapon:
appealing to a perpetrator to turn that
very weapon on her, she also acted in
self-defense, in an effort to avoid that
fate worse than death. 

Butler’s Order licensed Union of½cers
and troops in their treatment of women
well beyond New Orleans. Union Major
Thomas J. Jordan told women in Sparta,
Tennessee, that if they refused to cook
for his troops he would be forced to
“turn his men loose upon them and he
would not be responsible for anything
they might do”; in Selina he advised,
“They had better sew up the bottoms 
of their petticoats” if they were unwill-
ing to serve his troops. After stripping
and spanking a group of young women
who had emptied their chamber pots 
on passing soldiers, Union troops in
Rome, Georgia, who were aware of But-
ler’s declaration in New Orleans justi-
½ed their actions accordingly: “No one
but an abandoned woman would do a
thing like that. Abandoned women had
no rights that anyone was bound to re-
spect.”39

The geographical reach of Butler’s
Order ensured that the threat of sexual
violence and the fear of rape were com-
mon to southern women and central to
how they experienced the Civil War. In
the face of fear, and eager to uphold pre-
existing gender and class norms, south-
ern women had little room to maneuver
under Order 28 without being regarded
as a “woman of the town.” Yet southern
women’s ideas about men–and them-
selves–began to crack as they saw the
many ways men were unable or un-
willing to protect them during the war.
Southern women challenged notions of
their defenselessness and came to real-
ize, as Butler predicted, that they had to
“take care of themselves.”

Crystal N.
Feimster
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Poem by Arda Collins

From Speaking In The Fall
© 2009 by Arda Collins

Was that the river?
No, it wasn’t the river, oh, it was the sink.

We don’t need a known reason, I say,
we can have our own ones;
we don’t even have to know what they are;
they’re from before all this,
they’re from before everything,
from when the universe was a dark and cold place with nothing in it.
I feel that there is no telephone.
I see myself
as a cat who has learned how to imitate talking on the phone
through observation,
has learned how to pick up the receiver with its paw
and turns to look at the viewer
as though in mid-sentence; or maybe as a person
who has never seen a phone, and says blah blah blah
to the dial tone. The silence that once existed
in the dark cold universe: translated, the empty sound
is a place–the inside of the phone. In½nity,
I say, there it is.
This is where we all go to
when we touch each other;
this is what supernatural is.
I feel I can break
away everything. Today dark arrives
at a new hour.
Welcome, hour,
thank you
for transparenting yourself.
I will go quietly
into another room
into quietry
for you;
it’ll just be us.
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Poem by Matthew Dickman

Divinity
© 2009 by Matthew Dickman

No angel blazing in rapture above my bed, you have been 
as common as a swing
set, and I have been the child running toward you 
from the sandbox. I felt your heart beating in the white tunic 
I wore at mass 
and watched the priest pass you out in little wafers of bread.
Whenever I set out to ½nd you, on a park bench 
or in pop songs, I am never so far
as the skull is from the brain.
When, in fact, have I ever been without you?
You sat politely on the couch, never directing or reproaching, 
while I was losing my virginity, 13 October 1993,
and you stood on the shore 
the night I walked into the ocean, deep enough 
to cover my shoulders–  
not teasing death, just exchanging names.
On New Year’s Eve, when I saw twelve men dressed as Santa Claus, 
drinking bourbon, I thought you had gone crazy,
and when my brother and I sat 
at the hotel bar in Los Angeles, drinking beer 
served to us by a bartender named Jesús, 
I thought you were funny. People come back 
from the dead so they can talk about you, the light at the end
of the hall, the feeling of weightlessness. 
In the thirteenth century you pulled your clothes off 
and showed yourself for the bloody mess 
you could be. As time went by you drifted from Rome 
and hid yourself 
in the Survival of The Fittest; scientists found you 
in tailbones and fossils. Darwin laughed in your face.
Bonhoeffer and Merton 
have sat at your table and almost all of the twentieth century



has checked your coat, shined your shoes.
What would life be without you, our great compensation for suffering, 
bound to earth
with a handful of stars, a moon? Biting into a cold piece 
of watermelon, the mirror 
whenever I dropped acid, trigonometry and lakes, 
Einstein’s eyebrows, in every orgasm, insect, honeycomb, 
each blade of grass, 
and John’s Book of Revelation, 
there you are 
dressed to the nines 
in a top hat and gloves, ready for all hell to break loose.
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Poem by Dawn Lundy Martin

Excerpts from Discipline
© 2009 by Dawn Lundy Martin

On cnn a girl’s ½ngers slack, empty of weapons. Behind her, shrap-
nel ½res. My mother says, O, holy, O, O, and then presses her lips
together like a snake. Our purposeful living spaces made from taci-
turn rooms. Entire houses of trapped utterances–mouths saturated
with them. Bodies can be easily carried across borders. Tangy ½ssures
created from single breaths. Wooden slights bribe doctors to say This
is a whole body. It’s complete and useable. We all believe that anyway. A
useable body must demonstrate its use.

How do we encounter the many hours past twilight? We understand
that the light is something other, that it catapults us toward a desire 
or two if we’re lucky. But, lately, daylight eats itself, and is percussive
in its chewing, a carnival of curses and thumps. Nothing is wrong. In
the hours after the whinny of the long train passing, we continue to
think, how special we are, how born and cosmic, how just plain indi-
vidual, but it is not enough.  Nothing out there. Everything out there.
What does it matter then, if the body climbs into a plastic car, drives
into a deserted driveway and becomes another self? Elsewhere: One
body found. One policeman shot. One 4-year-old girl shot. Teeter,
tweeter, la, la, la, la, la. I am the I watching the I lift. Roads are short
with darkness. I think, this is what they mean when they say, Savage.

Every night the body winds through the unlit corridors of the house. 
It tries to be quiet but there is nothing more quiet than the quiet it-
self. At the ½rst glimpse of sun rising, panic. We are separated from
the city. If this is a room in the country then there are other rooms 



like this one. A boy smells of hemp and bug spray. Cool cats, you
know, float up, a mystery. Domesticity lingers. 

Women in dresses, men in shirts.
Just an approach–
–a waiting or
since there is time, some tea

and wallpaper.

The body-carts are of a particular shape and size so everyone doesn’t
have one. We are assured that there were errors. Sleep, little bodies,
sleep. 

People are fond of saying, “Everything happens for a reason,” which 
is complete bullshit. Required reading dots the bookshelf. There’s
Fanon breathing holes into us. And my brother reading in the halty
sidesteps of a grade schooler. I know what my brother smells like
when he’s sick, angling for air, his body deep in the sweat of acquies-
cence. I want him to be someone else. My father liked to blame any
crime in our neighborhood on “American blacks.” When he mum-
bled under his breath, I think he was saying “Goddamned niggers,”
but I can’t be sure.
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Poem by Meghan O’Rourke

Ophelia To The Court
© 2009 by Meghan O’Rourke

My shoes are unpolished, my words smudged.
I come to you undressed (the lord, he whispers
smut, that man, he whispered that). I bend
my thoughts, I submit, but a bird 
keeps flying out from my mind, it slippers
your feet and sings–barren world, 
I have been a little minx in it, not at all
domestic, not at all clean, not at all blinking
at my lies. First he thought he had a wife, then 
(of course) he thought he had a whore. All
I wanted (if I may speak again) was: more.
If only one of you had said, I hold your
craven breaking soul, I see the pieces,
I feel them in my hands, idle silver, idle gold.
You see I cannot speak without telling what I am;
I disobey the death you gave me, love.
If you must be, then be not with me.
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Poem by Matthew Zapruder

The New Lustration
© 2009 by Matthew Zapruder

Last night I heard faint music moving 
up through the floor. The feeling 
I could be one who falls asleep 
and dreams some brave act 
and wakes to actually do it 
through me flapped, brief breeze 
through a somnolent flag. 
Across the room my cell phone 
periodically shone a red light 
indicating someone was failing 
to reach me. Your body 
kept barely lifting the sheet. 
I think my late night thoughts 
and feelings about my life compose 
½ne particles that drift far 
from me nightly to settle 
on apartment or of½ce buildings.
Feel the heat and pulsation within. 
A man sits in the Institute 
of National Memory examining ½les. 
They contain accounts of what
certain people believed other 
more powerful people would want 
to believe regular people 
were choosing to do all through 
the years that like terrible 
ordinary babies one after another 
crawled, grasping daily acts 
and placing them into these ½les 
anyone now can hold. Read 
about the life of the great 
ordinary Citizen Z. How 
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he attended funerals and horrible 
boring literary parties, aging 
and thinking of his anonymity 
and writing journals he later 
felt he must destroy, and calmly 
against his will meeting in hotel bars 
with the sad men who asked 
questions that along 
with the answers would end 
in these yellow ½les. Each 
has a label marked with three 
or four obscure numbers 
followed by a dash followed by 
three initials. Europe you had your time. 
Now it is ours to drag everyone into 
a totally ghost free 21st century whiteness.
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