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Introduction

IN HIS provocative volume of 1987, historian and cultural critic
Russell Jacoby lamented the disappearance of what he labeled
“public intellectuals,” that is, “writers and thinkers who address a
general and educated audience.” Due to a host of changes—the de-
cline of bohemian urban centers, the rise of a self-insulated aca-
demic professionalism, selective repression of academic free spirits,
and assimilation of once-dissident Jewish voices—a tradition of en-
gaged, left-wing social commentary (most closely associated in
Jacoby’s mind with such post-World War II New York writers as
Alfred Kazin, Lewis Mumford, C. Wright Mills, Edmund Wilson,
Irving Howe, Dwight Macdonald, Daniel Bell, and Lionel Trilling)
appeared to have all but exhausted itself. A younger generation of
educated radicals, moreover, had not only failed to occupy the cul-
tural space of its progenitors, but had also appeared to have traded
in its own earlier commitment to social and political change for the
blandishments of academic tenure and the prestige associated with
specialized journals and conferences.!

Yet no sooner than it took to say Kaddish for the public intellec-
tual did the figure vigorously, and self-consciously, reappear. The
combination of outside attack on the universities, internal self-
scrutiny (including Jacoby’s volume), and wider social polarization
and politicization led many academics in the 1980s and 1990s to
seek new outlets for their work and greater contact with a variety
of extra-academic publics. The phenomenon of the new public in-
tellectual (most notably associated with a prominent, if diverse,
group of African-American writers and critics) has been duly noted
in the nation’s press: indeed, according to one computer archive, no
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fewer than 248 stories appeared on the subject between the end of
1987 and the beginning of 1995 in major newspapers and maga-
zines.2 The impulse for connectedness, moreover, echoed not only
in individual authors who managed to escape professional journals
in favor of mass-circulation outlets but also in institutional initia-
tives, such as citizenship education, service, and applied learning
programs, which were intended to reunite thought and action on
college and high school campuses and to link the campus to the
world outside.3

Since Jacoby coined the term “public intellectual,” concern for the
academic’s social function has become a matter of widespread scru-
tiny. For humanities and social science scholars on the nation’s cam-
puses, two related trends have been apparent. First, there is an ad-
ministrative preoccupation with a “return to [undergraduate]
teaching” as a necessary corrective to the perceived self-indulgent
and professionally driven “research” focus of university faculties.
Second, among the scholars themselves there is a renewed search
(and renewed cache) for effective connections with a larger audi-
ence. While both tendencies in my view hold promise, they may
prove disappointing as sources of democratic cultural renewal. (The
teaching role I will not emphasize here, except to note that there is
obviously a built-in tension between demands to concentrate one’s
intellectual attention on—versus beyond—the classroom.)4

Quickly shorn of its oppositional political trappings, the idea of
the public intellectual has all too easily emerged as simply a new and
preferred style of scholarly self-presentation. Connection to an au-
dience, or a public, today pretty well exhausts the common under-
standing of what the public intellectual is about. Interpreting
Jacoby’s text as an unnecessarily pessimistic “jeremiad” on academic
narrowness, historian Neil Jumonville concludes his own book-
length treatment of the postwar New York intellectuals with the
cheerful assurance that “future generations of intellectuals will find
or found new outlets for work in the generalist vein.” And indeed,
other commentators have already found the species in full bloom.
In one recent citation, for example, even former President Jimmy
Carter is viewed as “more engaging in his other role as a public in-
tellectual, the accessible yet cerebral commentator who eschews
academia’s only-for-specialists approach to writing.” Similarly,



Introduction 3

about two prominent African-American scholars we learn that “the
Atlantic and the New Yorker have branded [Henry Louis] Gates [Jr.]
and [Cornel] West America’s new breed of ‘public intellectuals,” be-
cause they’re as comfortable inside walls of ivy (Harvard, where
they both teach) as on Ted Koppel's set or the pages of every impor-
tant periodical.”>

The problem with such definitions is that they beg the question
of purpose. Market share and celebrity, rather than any serious mes-
sage or project of social transformation, risk becoming the new stan-
dards of intellectual significance.¢ This is surely not what the author
of The Last Intellectuals had in mind when he warned that “younger
intellectuals have responded to their times, as they must; they have
also surrendered to them, as they need not.”7 At least to the extent
that Jacoby (and the rest of us) would address a political (and not
just a communicative) problem facing radical democrats, we must
look beyond the constraints of styles of expression and focus on the
basic relationships—or lack thereof—between the intellectuals and
their would-be coalition partners.

Like Jacoby, I believe that such an analysis requires a historical
perspective, yet I prefer to extend the time line of social group forma-
tion to emphasize those we might consider the nation’s first, rather
than its so-called last, generation of public intellectuals. The
pre—World War I American intellectuals, as I selectively review them
in the following pages, certainly attempted to engage with a larger
public. Indeed, as I see them, a sense of responsibility, even steward-
ship, of a democratic mass citizenry defines these progressive re-
formers—accounting at once for their compelling messages as well as
their peculiar predicaments. The gap between democratic theory and
social practice has long disturbed idealistic Americans, but perhaps
never with greater urgency than in the first decades of the twentieth
century. Progressive intellectuals characteristically combined indi-
vidually persuasive forms of expression with specific institutional
strategies and political projects of redress. A missionary sense of pub-
lic service marked their lives; they aimed for more than placing clear
prose in commercially accessible outlets. In short, their degree of ef-
fort—if not success—I think was greater than that of most of their
latter-day counterparts and thus worthy of close inspection by those
who would wish to reawaken a public intellectual vocation.
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Those I shall call intellectuals—that is, those who play a socially
interpretive role as speakers, writers, or group leaders based on their
own advanced learning—have wrestled since the early days of the
Republic with their separation from the mass of their fellow citizens.
On the one hand, the power of democratic ideology, a binding na-
tionalism, and/or an evangelical faith in the redemptive spirit have
led a significant number of these uncommonly well-educated men
and women to identify with the circumstances and aspirations of or-
dinary working people. On the other hand, misunderstanding, con-
descension, and outright disappointment are often the most visible
legacy of their initiatives. Intellectuals have played a crucial part in
every democratic reform wave in American history; yet just how to
advance the ideal of democratic culture and how to act as a cultured
democrat remain troublesome questions.

As early as 1837, Ralph Waldo Emerson gave eloquent voice to
basic dilemmas facing the socially conscientious American scholar.
Concerned to transcend the increasingly narrow specialization of
roles imposed on ministers and other professionals by a spreading
marketplace economy, Emerson sought out a vocation as lyceum
lecturer and writer that left him free to address the common good
from a position of relative independence. Aiming to reconcile pub-
lic and private spheres of insight as well as colliding social factions,
Emerson’s self-reliant scholar would discover the keys to the impar-
tial common good, serving as a kind of moral compass for an undis-
ciplined democracy.® Yet the very standards of judgment that
Emerson set for himself, in particular his refusal to be compromised
by worldly temptation, inevitably set him up for disappointment
from that part of the public which did not or could not practice his
chosen virtues:

One has patience with every kind of living thing but not with the dead
alive. I, at least, hate to see persons of that lumpish class who are here
they know not why . . . The worst of charity, is, that the lives you are
asked to preserve are not worth preserving. The calamity is the masses.
I do not wish any mass at all, but honest men only, facultied men only,
lovely & sweet & accomplished women only; and no shovel-handed
Irish, & no Five-Points . . . or 2 millions of paupers receiving relief,
miserable factory population, or Lazzaroni, at all.?
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From the beginning, therefore, the American intellectual had cho-
sen a paradoxical vocation: a social critic committed at once to
identification with the whole of the people and an elitist whose own
mores and life situation would prove somewhat alienating from the
very public he or she had chosen to serve.

To be sure, there were intellectuals after Emerson who sought
conscientiously to avoid self-alienation from the “lumpish class” or
“mass.” Walt Whitman, for one, offered a lyrical, if carefully imper-
sonal, embrace of the democratic crowd.!? In a ringing defense of
the “popular democracy” that had willingly performed a “labor of
death” to defeat the “secession-slave-power,” Whitman, in
Democratic Vistas (1871), defended the masses from outside skeptics
as well as their own debilities. Taking note of the long-laid “repug-
nance between a literary and professional life and the rude rank
spirit of the democracies,” Whitman acknowledged the defects of his
heroes: “I myself see clearly enough the crude, defective streaks in
all the strata of the common people; the specimens and vast collec-
tions of the ignorant, the credulous, the unfit and uncouth, the in-
capable, and the very low and poor.” In the end, he argued, it was
precisely the role of government (and by inference scholars too) to
educate the masses—"not merely to rule . . . but to develop, to open
up to cultivation, to encourage the possibilities of all beneficent and
manly outcroppage, and of that aspiration for independence, and
the pride and self-respect latent in all characters.” Democratic civil-
ization, he believed, must not rely on “the rule of the best men, the
born heroes and captains of the race (as if such ever, or one time
out of a hundred, get into the big places, elective or dynastic)” but
on the capacity of government “to train communities through all
their grades . . . to rule themselves.”!! Whitman eloquently outlined
a vision of democratic intellectual practice; a poet, he left it to oth-
ers to fill in the details.

In a more strategic manner, Harvard graduate and antislavery
agitator Wendell Phillips had similarly beseeched college students
for years “to leave the heights of contemplations [and] come down
to the everyday life of the people.”12 In 1881 he returned to the
Harvard forum of Emerson’s “American Scholar” address to offer his
own instruction to “the Scholar in a Republic.” The “book-educated
class of the North,” Phillips thundered, had ever a betrayed a
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“chronic distrust of the people.” Succumbing to pedantry and elit-
ism if not the direct blandishments of antidemocratic political pa-
trons, professional academics had all too often missed out on the lib-
erating moments of “true education” as in the exploits of a John
Brown. Yet Phillips, like Emerson, looked to the independent intel-
lectual as a positive, even potentially redemptive, democratic force.
While the politician and the cleric perforce defended their own
selfish interests, the scholar might stand “outside of organization
with . . . no object but truth—to tear a question open and riddle it
with light.” A democratic culture ultimately depended on its intel-
lectuals “to refine the taste, mould the character, lift the purpose,
and educate the moral sense of the masses on whose intelligence
and self-respect rests the state.”13

For decades to come, other educated men and women, in the
spirit of Emerson, Whitman, and Phillips, would act out the heroic
social role of popular tribune and moral prophet. By the late nine-
teenth century, however, particularly as workers, farmers, and
other previously marginalized groups including women and
African-Americans organized themselves into tangible political
blocs, the image of the “movement intellectual” offered an alterna-
tive to the lonely, if independent, voice of democratic sympathy.
Labor editors such as John Swinton in New York and Phillips
Thompson in Toronto acted out a new wave of democratic culture
creation from within the meteoric life of the Knights of Labor.
Temperance and women's rights advocates similarly built new com-
municative networks even as they attended to practical political
measures.14 Educated sons and daughters of the American middle
or upper class, such as Henry Demarest Lloyd, Henry George,
George Bellamy, Frances Willard, and Florence Kelley, likewise at-
tached themselves to the democratic ferment of their times.!> In
each case, the activist-intellectual’s role contained something of the
figure of the Emersonian moral critic and something of the
Phillipsian agitator, but something new as well. The promise of a
democratic mass movement suggested the possibility of a more in-
timate and permanent connection between ideas, organization, and
power: more than a mere catalyst of protest, the scholar might even
serve as a leader of the people.

The potential for such a populist bloc uniting intellectuals with
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more plebeian social elements in a face-to-face democratic space
dimmed considerably by the turn of the century. The collapse of vi-
sionary and broad-based social movements like the Knights of Labor
and the People’s Party narrowed the operative social space at once
for independent radicals and middle-class “friends of the working-
man.” The intellectual-worker alliances that continued were either
localized, limited to educational initiatives, and/or increasingly top-
down if not paternalistic in execution.1¢

But beyond such contingent influences also lay the irrepressible
force of an expanding social division of labor. Education itself, an in-
creasingly formal process, fitted the graduate with an occupation
and daily work environment physically removed from industrial
neighborhoods. The spreading white-collared middle class sought
protection from, not solidarity with, the disorderly elements of im-
migrant-dominated central cities.17 Moreover, the core elements of
nineteenth-century popular democracy were all coming under sus-
picion. The new, science-oriented universities, like the efficient
business corporations that partially sustained them, typically nour-
ished values diametrically opposed to such tradition-centered and
patronage-bound institutions as political parties, craft unions, and
ethnic families.1® Not group loyalty and community welfare but in-
dividual merit and “objective” standards of performance were the
watchwords of the technocratic institutions that both trained and
absorbed the nation’s brainpower. In the circumstances, “democ-
racy” became less a description of an egalitarian social order and
more an abstract alternative—to be debated—of governmental and
civil order.

Cut off as they were from any immediate and obvious agent of so-
cial transformation, a significant stream of American intellectuals
nevertheless not only clung to democratic ideals but developed vig-
orous forms of both political and cultural intervention. To be sure,
such forms varied widely. At one extreme were those who rejected
the accoutrements of intellectual privilege and adopted a life of per-
manent agitation among the common people. Such a spirit, for ex-
ample, was Morrison Isaac Swift, Williams College graduate and
Hegelian scholar who adopted the cause of the urban unemployed
in the late 1880s and early 1890s. Attempting to charter a “social
university” as a kind of counter-institution for the industrial work-
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ing class, Swift in 1891 tried in vain to return his Ph.D. to Johns
Hopkins and to have his name “erased from the list of graduates of
the university.”19 In his vicarious identification with the working
class, Swift placed himself among that rebellious minority of mid-
dle-class intellectuals who would redirect their talents in open
defiance of their own social backgrounds.

Another form of intellectual distrust and alienation from
American centers of power was manifest in the tradition of “moral
criticism” perhaps most closely associated with the philosopher-psy-
chologist William James. It was James who imported the very term
“intellectual” into the American lexicon after it had been revived in
France amidst the Dreyfus Affair of the 1890s.20 As Ross Posnock
has argued, James articulated “the burden of the modern intellec-
tual as the obligation to express moral outrage against modernity,
what James repeatedly called ‘all big organizations.””2! In the lan-
guage of the Puritan jeremiad, James summoned a society increas-
ingly steeped in materialist accumulation and political corruption
back to its simpler republican moorings.22 The heroic intellectual,
according to this script, might lead the people away from selfish and
jingoistic indulgence and toward the fulfillment of America’s dem-
ocratic promise.2> Perhaps the most direct twentieth-century de-
scendants of the romantic-democratic James were the “Young
American” critics—Randolph Bourne, Van Wyck Brooks, Waldo
Frank, and Lewis Mumford—who, like James, harnessed aesthetic
and even spiritual values to the search for a “revitalized democratic
community.”24 Together, this moralistic tradition of democratic crit-
icism best exemplifies what sociologist Edward Shils has called the
“penumbral culture” of American intellectuals: “a society in which
the intellectuals—Iliterary, humanistic, and academic—for a century
were alienated in sentiment and imagery from the nonintellectual
elites, both national and local.”25

Most democratic intellectual activists of the early twentieth cen-
tury, however, fell outside both the rebel and the romantic catego-
ries sketched above. Neither fully forsaking their educated or pro-
fessional pedigrees in favor of pure rank-and-file-ism nor opting for
an aesthetic distance from the corruptions of bourgeois society, they
engaged—as intellectuals—in practical projects of what they most
often called “progressive” political and social reform. Such projects,
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however, inevitably bore the weight of problems that stemmed at
once from social conditions in America and irom the social position
of the intellectuals themselves.

As far as the nation went, the issues for reform-minded intellec-
tuals were twofold: Could the people prevail? The very material
changes wrought by industrial capitalism—urbanization, mass im-
migration, concentrated power, poverty amidst progress—posed a
formidable theoretical as well as political obstacle to democratic val-
ues. Many of the initiatives undertaken by populist, socialist, pro-
gressive, or later New Deal reformers—whether to municipalize
public transit, to secure labor rights, or to provide the modicum of
a welfare state—explicitly attempted to redress the problems of in-
equality and powerlessness in a machine age. Yet there was no ob-
vious or enduring vehicle that would translate progressive ideas into
progressive measures, and the obstacles—corporate power, political
bossism, the courts—often proved overwhelming.

But another concern followed on the first. Should the people pre-
vail? Those who enlisted from above in popular political struggles
quickly encountered the frustrations of moving the masses in the di-
rection of what was seen as their logical best interests. Ignorance,
fear, cupidity, prejudice—all stalked every effort to rally the People
against their Enemies. As early as the turn of the century, many self-
styled democrats could not imagine democratic change arising spon-
taneously from the people; at best, it would need to be carefully laid
on or at least brokered and managed by sympathetic experts allied
to democratic constituencies.

Aside from the daunting internal complexity of the nation’s social
problems, the intellectuals’” own circumstances also conditioned
their response to the perceived crisis of democracy. Twentieth-cen-
tury reform initiatives drew in large measure on a vast new pool of
college graduates and postgraduates who had been at least tempo-
rarily freed from inherited social-economic roles. Together, urban-
bohemian circles, independent newspapers and magazines, and col-
lege campuses provided new spaces for the consideration and
amelioration of social ills. From such redoubts a host of new ideas
soon helped to transform American education, social policy, and the
law, and even—as pragmatic relativism—challenged conventional
ideas about knowledge itself. Yet the very buoyancy of this creative



