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Foreword

Our age is not retrospective. People long to get beyond the past and to think of the
future and how they might prosper in it. It is the age of would-be ‘posts’: post-
industrialism, post-modernism, post-cold war, post-liberalism. Yet this understandable
but excessive desire to forget the past and to transcend the present ignores the
limits of culture and political tradition that lie just beneath the surface. And these
limits go deep, like riverbeds, usually predetermining the flow of contemporary
currents over the local topography. While trying to see things anew and to constantly
reinvent themselves and their organizations, Americans fall unknowingly back upon certain
habits of mind deeply ingrained in their past. And while attempting to adopt certain
American democratic and economic ways in order to be more successful politi-
cally and economically, foreign nations fail to perceive the cultural and political
limits of the unique conservative traditions of liberalism which dominate American
thinking.

This selection of readings aims to dispel the conventional assumption that Ameri-
can political thought is as young, green, and pragmatic as the society which
spawned it. While an effort has been made to cover each of the phases of American
political development with samples from works widely perceived to be “classic,” equally
important selection criteria were the sheer quality of the thought or writing, and the
relevance to the founding, maintenance and ultimate crisis in American liberalism.
As the introduction demonstrates, American liberalism is paradoxically dominated
by conservative habit which conspires against social change as much as it fosters
it. By incorporating both the classical laissez-faire anti-state version of liberalism and
the progressive statist version, the dual tradition of American liberalism provides
dynamism and a sense of choice while coopting most people in its status quo frame-
work.

While most Americans are socialized in secondary school with a number of
courses on American history and civics, few, if any, of these courses dwell on
the range or quality of American political thought in any depth. Hence, the majority
may graduate thinking that they “know” about American thought having barely
scratched the surface. If they knew how wide-ranging, exciting and profound the
field was, many more would take a college course in American political thought than is
the case.

My own love affair with American political thinking may serve as an illustration.
It started in the politicized 1960s when I took a graduate course on “American Political
and Social Thought” at New York University with H. Mark Roelofs. The reading
list consisted of 72 provocative and heavy books, none of which had been ordered
at the book store. The search for these books throughout the public and college
libraries of New York City became a physical challenge that all but matched the intellectual
one. In addition to a final exam on all of these books (which taught one how to read
any book in an hour and a half), we had to write a short term paper. Mine was
on “The Use of Myth as a Tool in American Foreign Policy” and deservedly received
a mark slightly lower than I had anticipated. Like a jilted lover whose passion had been
(justly) dashed with criticism, I went uptown a few blocks to the New School for
Social Research and submitted the paper to the Dean as a course proposal. He
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accepted the idea and my university teaching career began. A decade and a half later
when I was asked to come back and teach American Political and Social Thought

at NYU to replace Roelofs while he was on a leave, the circle was complete. The

gift of Roelofs (in addition to his charismatic oratory) was to link the wide-ranging works
on American political thought to the contemporary political situation in the United
States.

I have done my best to continue this tradition in the introductory materials that
precede each part of the selections which follow by using the phenomenon of liberalism
as a touchstone or leitmotif to inform the whole. The stress is upon the contemporary
implications for the process of American political thinking as the basis for action as
opposed to the sartorial gravity of American political thought (which implies an
intimidating, finished edifice more than a spontaneous means). To become fully
human, each of us must become political thinkers in our own way, coping with social
realities we did not create in order to satisfy our own needs and those of others. By
learning the limits of the political thinkers who have gone before us, our own thinking
may become more fruitful.

The reader should be aware that many more works of high quality were excluded
here than included given the limits of space. This selection represents but the tip of the
iceberg in terms of the intellectual riches waiting to be discovered. I am grateful to
Torsten Amswald, Thomas Weissmann, and Alexander Keck for their able re-
search assistance; and to David Tatom, Kathy Ferguson, David Day, Kristin Trom-
peter, Kelly Riche, and Deanna Johnson for their contributions at Harcourt Brace.

I am also grateful to the following reviewers whose comments helped to improve
the manuscript: Terence Ball, the University of Minnesota; Booth Fowler, the
University of Wisconsin; Joe Kobylka, Southern Methodist University; Joe Kunkel,
Mankato State University; Sanford Lakoff, the University of California, San

Diego; Michael Lienesch, the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill; and Robert
Thig, the University of New Orleans. Marge Arone was a patient typist. And,
finally, I am grateful to my family for tolerating a deprivation of time shared together.
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