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MEDLIN, ERIC PATRICK. The Historian and the Liberal Intellectual: Power and Postwar 

American Historians, 1948-1975. (Under the direction of Professor David A. Zonderman.) 

 

 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Richard Hofstadter, and Daniel Boorstin were three of the 

most influential American historians of the post-World War II period. They sold millions of 

books, influenced historiographic debates, and filled prominent positions in society and 

government. Schlesinger spent two years as a special adviser to President Kennedy, 

Hofstadter served on the board of the forerunner to PBS, and Boorstin became the first 

historian to be appointed Librarian of Congress. Over the past five decades, historians have 

characterized these writers as conservative academics who focused on consensus and 

agreement in American history. My work challenges that notion. 

 In this thesis, I analyze the writings, speeches, and personal correspondence of 

Schlesinger, Hofstadter, and Boorstin between 1945 and 1975. My study focuses on both 

their political ideas and their roles in society. I look at how their work articulated different 

arguments for and ideas about liberalism during this period. I argue that their positions and 

roles in society changed in response to their ideas about what society needed from 

intellectuals. I also argue that the experiences and successes of these figures a provide a 

template for contemporary public intellectuals who desire both academic and public 

relevance. 
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Introduction 

During the American presidential campaign of 2016, three concepts originally 

introduced in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s received extensive coverage in national magazines 

and newspapers. The prominence of paranoia and conspiracy theories in the campaign led 

several commenters to discuss the “paranoid style” in American politics, first described in 

1963 by Richard Hofstadter.
1
 Political strategist Karl Rove and others characterized the 

campaign of future president Donald Trump as a “pseudo-event,” a term Daniel Boorstin 

used in 1962 to describe celebrities and media events.
2
 Lastly, several observers noted the 

threat that populist movements posed to accepted democratic norms in the nation’s “vital 

center,” a concept Arthur Schlesinger Jr. used in 1949 to refer to the rejection of 

totalitarianism by both the left and the right.
3
 These instances all show that the ideas 

introduced by Schlesinger, Boorstin, and Hofstadter decades ago still hold relevance to us 

today, and it is therefore worthwhile to explore how these historians developed their 

concepts.  

                                                 

1
 Thomas Edsall, “The Paranoid Style Is Back,” New York Times, September 8, 2016, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/08/opinion/campaign-stops/the-paranoid-style-in-american-politics-is-

back.html?_r=0. 

2
 Election night coverage, Fox News, November 8, 2016, as described in “Did U. of C. Professor 

Predict Trump Victory – In 1962?” DNAinfo, November 9, 2016. 

https://www.dnainfo.com/chicago/20161109/hyde-park/did-u-of-c-professor-predict-trump-victory-1962. See 

also Megan Garber, “The Image in the Age of Pseudo-Reality,” The Atlantic, December 1, 2016, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/12/the-image-in-the-age-of-pseudo-reality/509135/. 

3
 Peter Beinart, “Why Are Some Conservative Thinkers Falling for Trump?” The Atlantic, September 

2016, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/09/trumps-intellectuals/492752/; Timothy Shenk, 

“Dead Center,” The New Republic, January 10, 2017, https://newrepublic.com/article/138915/jonathan-chait-

failure-grown-up-liberalism. 
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Numerous scholars have analyzed the ideas and works of Schlesinger, Hofstadter, and 

Boorstin since they all came to prominence in the 1950s. By the end of that decade, the idea 

of “consensus history” had already emerged as a way of understanding the writings of 

Boorstin, Schlesinger, Hofstadter, and many of their contemporaries. In “The Cult of 

American Consensus: Homogenizing our History,” a 1959 article in Commentary, historian 

John Higham invented the theme of consensus history and discussed its implications. He 

argued that historians such as Boorstin, Schlesinger, and Hofstadter, along with Louis Hartz 

and David Potter, claimed to capture America’s “national character,” the elements of 

American history where different classes and interest groups agreed and converged. 

According to Higham, these historians focused less on conflict in American history and more 

on themes such as “the continuity of American history, the stability of basic institutions, the 

toughness of the social fabric.”
4
 To Higham, this focus on consensus led to conclusions that 

were “strikingly conservative,” ones that argued America had a “placid, unexciting past.”
5
 

These historians used the same new focus on psychoanalysis and social psychology that 

Higham used in his social history of immigrants. But instead of using social history to 

explore nativism or other forms of conflict in American history, consensus historians 

dismissed those who felt marginalized and disaffected as people consumed by an irrational 

concern with their status in society, or those who had “a schism in the soul.”
6
  

                                                 
4
 John Higham, “The Cult of the American Consensus: Homogenizing Our History,” Commentary 28 

(1959): 95. 

5
 Ibid., 94. 

6
 Ibid., 95. 
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 Characterizations of Boorstin, Schlesinger, and Hofstadter as “consensus historians” 

still appear in print today.
7
 A 2015 Daily Beast article blamed the consensus historians for 

the shared historical memory that led New England schools to adopt Confederate mascots in 

the 1960s.
8
 In a 2012 article for the OAH Magazine of History, Sean Wilentz described both 

Boorstin and Hofstadter as consensus historians who used their history to conclude that 

“what looked like fierce conflict in the New World amounted to little more than battles 

between ins and outs, campaign jousts between candidates brandishing wooden spears.”
9
  

Interpreting postwar historians in terms of consensus, however, was not the only way 

to understand their work. In the 1980s, historians like Richard Pells and Kent Beck 

interpreted Schlesinger, Hofstadter, Boorstin, and others as part of the greater liberal 

intelligentsia of the 1950s.
10

 Neil Jumonville, Alan Wald, and others saw postwar historians 

as part of an extended community of New York intellectuals who practiced different 

disciplines but had similar views on politics and society.
11

 These views included an 

                                                 
7
 Daniel Wickberg, “Modernisms Endless: Ironies of the American Mid-Century,” Modern Intellectual 

History 10, no. 1 (April 2013): 207-219, https://doi.org/10.1017/S147924431200042X; Kim Messick, “The 

GOP’s Big Lie: They Want Us to Believe Trump's Hateful Rhetoric Isn't Part of the Conservative Tradition. 

Don't Buy It,” Salon, March 5, 2016, 

http://www.salon.com/2016/03/05/the_gops_big_lie_they_want_us_to_believe_trumps_hateful_rhetoric_isnt_p

art_of_the_conservative_tradition_dont_buy_it/. 

8
 Kevin M. Levin, “Yankee Schools’ Haunting Confederate Past,” The Daily Beast, October 24, 2015, 

http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/10/24/northeast-schools-haunting-confederate-past.html. 

9
 Sean Wilentz, “American Political Histories,” OAH Magazine of History 21, no. 2 (April 2007): 24. 

10
 Richard H. Pells, The Liberal Mind in a Conservative Age: American Intellectuals in the 1940s and 

1950s (New York: Harper & Row, 1985); Kent M. Beck, “What Was Liberalism in the 1950s?” Political 

Science Quarterly 102, no. 2 (Summer 1987). 

11
 Neil Jumonville, Critical Crossings: The New York Intellectuals in Postwar America (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1991), 226; Alan M. Wald, The New York Intellectuals: The Rise and Decline of 

the Anti-Stalinist Left from the 1930s to the 1980s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987). 
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attachment to highbrow culture, a distrust of the masses, and a rejection of ideology in favor 

of a pragmatic approach which favored “liberal, democratic, moderate, practical, and even 

technical” solutions to society’s problems.
12

 The New York intellectuals argued these views 

with each other through influential magazines such as Dissent and Partisan Review, and as 

members of the faculty at institutions like City College of New York, New York University, 

and Columbia University.  

Beginning in the mid-1980s, historians started to break apart greater schools like the 

consensus historians and the New York intellectuals in favor of individual intellectual 

biographies. Biographies of Henry Steele Commager, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and Richard 

Hofstadter won acclaim in the 1990s and 2000s. David Brown’s 2006 biography of 

Hofstadter said little about his approach to consensus; Brown focused on Hofstadter’s 

political activities and attachment to the Frankfurt School. Stephen Depoe’s 1994 work on 

Schlesinger hardly mentioned consensus, instead analyzing Schlesinger’s career through the 

familiar framework of the “cycles of American history.”
13

  

 My work both interacts with and moves beyond these historiographic approaches. I 

reject the consensus idea, especially the implication that consensus equals conservatism. That 

model oversimplifies how these historians’ written work and professional positions were part 

of larger debates about the domestic character and global role of the United States after the 

                                                 
12

 Wald, The New York Intellectuals, 226. 

13
 David S. Brown, Richard Hofstadter: An Intellectual Biography (University of Chicago Press, 

2006); Stephen P. Depoe, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., and the Ideological History of American Liberalism 

(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1994); Neil Jumonville, Henry Steele Commager: Midcentury 

Liberalism and the History of the Present (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999); Malcolm 

Waters, Daniel Bell (London: Routledge, 1996). 



5 

 

Second World War. Contemporaries certainly considered Schlesinger, Hofstadter, and 

Boorstin to be liberals, and their ideas about themes in American history were more 

complicated than a simple, booster-like embrace of agreement in the American past.  

My work also rejects the frame of “New York intellectuals” as one for understanding 

the work of Schlesinger, Boorstin, and Hofstadter. They did not always live in New York, 

they did not keep detailed correspondence with many of the other New York intellectuals, 

and their work differed significantly from many of the other scholars often described in texts 

about New York intellectuals. In addition, these figures did not follow the scholarly trends 

often associated with the New York intellectuals: that is the ideological shift from Trotskyite 

Communism in the 1930s, to centrist or “critical” liberalism in the 1950s, and then to 

neoconservatism in the late 1960s. Writers on the New York intellectuals viewed this 

progression as key to understanding the politics and ideology of postwar intellectuals and 

how it changed as a result of key events, such as the beginning of the Cold War and the 

student protests of the late 1960s. To Jumonville, the progression from Communist to 

neoconservative served as a “critical crossing” that reflected “the natural outcome of their 

early outlook.”
14

 Michael Walzer argued that the New York intellectuals went from 

advocating a strong, vociferous ideology on the left to a vociferous ideology in the center and 

then one on the right.
15

 The figures I am studying do not fit this pattern, however. 

Schlesinger never identified himself as a conservative or a Communist, Hofstadter died in 

                                                 
14

 Jumonville, Critical Crossings, xiii. 

15
 Joseph Dorman, Arguing the World: The New York Intellectuals in Their Own Words (New York: 

Free Press, 2000), 169. 
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1970 without fully repudiating liberalism, and Boorstin did not become a neoconservative 

until the mid-1970s.  

Critiques of the earlier historiography on the postwar historians raise several 

questions about the figures I am studying. First of all, if these scholars are not consensus 

historians or New York intellectuals, how can we understand their work? How did their 

political ideas change over time? Finally, as public intellectuals, how and why did the 

postwar historians change their roles in society?  

I argue that Schlesinger, Boorstin, and Hofstadter were liberals throughout the 

postwar period. In their books, articles, and speeches, they supported tenets of postwar 

liberalism such as greater government involvement in the economy and civil rights for 

African Americans. The liberalism that they espoused existed independent from any party or 

political figure. It drew from different traditions and changed in substantial ways over the 

period; these scholars were suspicious of popular movements, increasingly attached to heroic 

leadership, and uneasy about the political activism of students. The dynamic nature of their 

ideas help point to the postwar historians as committed liberals who nevertheless shifted 

many of their ideas as a result of major political, social, and personal events that they 

experienced.  

Schlesinger, Boorstin, and Hofstadter were also public intellectuals who changed 

their positions in society in response to changes in their ideas and their beliefs about what 

roles would best influence the public. To better understand this aspect of their careers, I use 

the earlier career of Walter Lippmann as a guide. Lippmann filled the roles of philosopher, 

political advisor, magazine editor, and newspaper columnist over his 50-year career. The 
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historians I am studying knew his career path well. Hofstadter and Boorstin referenced 

Lippmann numerous times in their works, while Schlesinger corresponded with Lippmann 

and called him a figure to whom all Americans could consider themselves “deeply in… 

debt.”
16

  

Lippmann’s philosophical shifts and political disillusionment fit well with the shifting 

positions of the postwar historians I am studying. Like Lippmann, all three figures had a 

phase of their careers in which they used their academic positions to research, ask questions 

about society, and propose solutions to society’s problems. Later, they took active roles in 

political movements and administrations, believing that direct political involvement would be 

the best way to access the halls of power and implement their ideas. But like Lippmann with 

the socialist government of Schenectady, New York, all three postwar historians I am 

studying became disillusioned to some degree with government positions and political 

protest.
17

 This disillusionment caused them to shift their focus again to try and find other 

fields, such as broadcasting or public history, where they could play a more effective role 

than giving politicians advice to be ignored.  

 I focus roughly on the period 1948 to 1970 because I classify these years as the height 

of influence for the postwar historians I am studying. During this period, these figures 

appeared on television, set historiographic trends, and reached the New York Times best-

seller list several times. Hofstadter’s works became popular textbooks across the country, 

                                                 
16

 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Politics of Hope (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1963), 194. 

17
 Walter Lippmann’s time in Schenectady, characterized by the contrast of ideals with reality, was a 

frustrating failure that disillusioned him from future political involvement. See Schlesinger, The Politics of 

Hope, 162-63. 
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Schlesinger’s writings set dominant interpretations of both Franklin Roosevelt and Andrew 

Jackson, and Boorstin had an ABC TV special made of one of his texts. The public careers of 

these figures also reached their peak during this period, with Schlesinger becoming one of 

the few historians to ever be an official advisor in the White House, and Boorstin becoming 

one of only two historians to serve as Librarian of Congress. 

The term “liberal” is used throughout this study, so some definition is in order. I use 

the definitions of the term discussed by Alan Brinkley in The End of Reform (1995). The 

three most relevant of Brinkley’s definitions for my work are “reform” liberalism, “New 

Deal liberalism,” and “rights-based” liberalism. “Reform” liberalism referred to a liberal 

tradition that believed in the connections between Americans in society, and that there 

existed a “need to protect individuals… [and] communities… from excessive corporate 

power, the need to ensure the citizenry a basic level of subsistence and dignity, usually 

through some form of state intervention.” This desire for “dignity” focused primarily on 

“issues of race, ethnicity, family, gender, and personal behavior.” “New Deal liberalism,” by 

contrast, rejected the moral aspects of “reform” liberalism in favor of a political approach 

that took advantage of the practical benefits of machine politics and focused on economic 

issues. The main tenet of “New Deal liberalism,” according to Brinkley, was “the conviction 

that government must play an active role in the economy.”
18

 These proved to be the two most 

important liberal traditions for the period and figures I am studying. Hofstadter, Schlesinger, 

and Boorstin all supported aspects of New Deal liberalism as it evolved by the early 1950s, 

                                                 
18

 Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War (New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 1995), 9-10. 
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including government involvement in the economy and greater civil rights. Boorstin’s work 

also showed certain themes of reform liberalism, especially concern with cultural decline and 

the plight of the individual in modern society. 

But by the end of this period, another approach gained prominence in the United 

States, that of “rights-based” liberalism. This approach differed from New Deal liberalism in 

its attempt to “extend civil rights to minorities, women, and others previously excluded from 

the mainstream of American life.” “Rights-based” liberalism also rejected the moralizing 

rhetoric of “reform” liberalism. While “rights-based” liberalism did not reject “generous 

programs of social insurance and public welfare,” it did not explicitly focus on widespread 

government involvement in the economy like New Deal liberalism.
19

 I argue that of the three 

figures, only Arthur Schlesinger Jr. adopted this approach to liberalism, and he did so at the 

end of the period I am studying. 

I also frequently use the term “public intellectual,” employing Richard Posner’s 

definition from Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline (2001). Posner defined a public 

intellectuals as people who express themselves “in a way that is accessible to the public, and 

the focus of [this] expression is on matters of general public concern of (or inflected by) a 

political or ideological cast.”
20

 Public intellectuals are not always academics, but they do 

often try to mix serious academic study with the needs of “accessible scholarship.”
21

  

                                                 
19

 Ibid. 

20
 Richard A. Posner, Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2003), 35. 

21
 Ibid., 21. 
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 My thesis’s organizational structure reflects my attempt to contextualize the thought 

and work of the three men I am studying. The first chapter focuses on Richard Hofstadter and 

his work as both an academic historian and a public intellectual. Hofstadter spent much of the 

1950s and the early 1960s articulating his view of liberalism, which celebrated practical 

reform and the accomplishments of the New Deal. Around the same time, he became 

politically active, making speeches and marching for civil rights and against McCarthyism. 

But in the mid-1960s, Hofstadter’s approach began to change. After several political defeats 

and frustrations, Hofstadter began to articulate a form of pragmatism that involved a distrust 

of the political process and the anti-intellectual currents of mass society. Hofstadter’s views 

on history and society led him away from public activism and towards a focus on how 

intellectuals could use the media to shape public opinion. The student protests at Columbia 

University, which threatened Hofstadter’s offices and caused him to retreat further from his 

earlier political causes, only exacerbated this shift. 

 My second chapter focuses on the career and ideas of Arthur Schlesinger Jr. Like 

Hofstadter, Schlesinger was a committed liberal academic who supported the tenets of the 

New Deal and argued for them in academic and public spheres throughout the 1950s. His 

views on politics and society eventually led him to take a job in the Kennedy White House, 

where he wielded more political power than almost any historian before him. Schlesinger’s 

views on being a public intellectual shifted after the Kennedy assassination and years of 

disillusionment with his White House position. In a similar but less dramatic way than 

Hofstadter, Schlesinger began to consider himself a public intellectual who stood on the 

periphery of the political world. His liberal beliefs also began to shift by the end of the period 
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I am studying, in a way that made him a rights-based liberal who supported the student 

protests of the late 1960s. 

 My third chapter discusses the work and career of the most eccentric of the postwar 

historians I am studying, Daniel Boorstin. Boorstin argued for a unique form of liberalism 

throughout his career, one that mixed support for the New Deal with a desire to “civilize” 

society more suited to reform liberalism. Like Schlesinger and Hofstadter, Boorstin also 

responded to the student protests of the late 1960s, and for a period of time he embraced 

more conservative political action and political power. However, he became similarly 

disillusioned with his political position and took to educating the public through the practice 

of public history. Boorstin used his position as the Director of the Smithsonian Museum of 

History and Technology to articulate and disseminate his support of civil rights and 

individualism, along with many of his other ideas about society. His ascendancy to the 

position reflected his changing ideas about how intellectuals could best change society.  

 The career and work of the postwar historians hold several key insights for the 

contemporary world. Debates about government control over the economy, and civil rights 

have only intensified in the years since these figures reached the peak of their prominence. 

Meanwhile, public intellectuals have experienced considerable pressures and threats to their 

funding sources and relevance in society. A study of how Boorstin, Schlesinger, and 

Hofstadter reached positions of public influence and used them to disseminate their liberal 

worldview may help today’s writers, thinkers, and intellectuals articulate their own 

arguments and reach their own positions where they may shape public decisions. 
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Chapter 1. Richard Hofstadter: Liberal Pragmatist 

Introduction 

 Nearly half a century after his untimely death at the age of 54, Richard Hofstadter still 

has an oversized influence on the American historical profession. His numerous publications 

continue to be assigned in high school curricula and debated in academic papers. Recent 

scholarly works often cite his arguments on Populism, John C. Calhoun, and the Progressive 

historians. Most notably, his 1965 essay The Paranoid Style in American Politics receives 

regular attention from both popular and academic writers for its relevance to present-day 

movements. For example, on The Huffington Post, one of the largest news aggregate 

websites in the world today, Hofstadter’s discussion of the paranoid style has been a major 

theme in at least five major articles written over a six-month span from late 2015 to early 

2016.
22

 Few post-World War II intellectuals receive such widespread attention from large 

swaths of both the academic community and writers who fill the pages of The Atlantic and 

The New York Times. 

 Richard Hofstadter’s biography, influences, and politics have been well-examined by 

scholars over the past fifty years. An early school of postwar historiographers, led by John 

Higham and Bernard Sternsher, placed Hofstadter’s work squarely within the tradition of 

“consensus history.” According to this school, the consensus historians were a group who 

focused on areas of agreement in American history, including shared ideas about politics, 

                                                 
22

 Ralph Benko, “Who’s Up For Some Post-Paranoid Politics?” October 10, 2015; Leon Friedman, 

“Why Does the (White) Lower Middle Class Vote Republican?” October 31, 2015; Jason Linkins, “Koch 

Brothers Take The Paranoid Style Of Politics To The Next Level,” November 18, 2015; Donald Nieman, 

“Packing Heat in the Lone Star State: Why Texas Abandoned Progressive Gun Control Policy,” January 26, 

2016. All from The Huffington Post. 
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economics and culture. They rejected the focus on conflict that had characterized the earlier 

Progressive school of historians, instead classifying conflict in American history as 

inherently irrational and marginal. They used the tools of sociology, social psychology and 

intellectual history to construct this argument.
23

 Besides correcting what they saw as the 

earlier excesses and exaggerations of Progressive historians, the consensus historians mainly 

strove to construct a united, idealized America that could be contrasted against the Soviet 

Union at the height of the Cold War.
24

 Higham and Sternsher’s characterization of this group 

of historians, a group who never labelled themselves as “consensus,” persists in the 

historiographic literature up to the present day. 

 Historians after Sternsher and Higham complicated the view of consensus 

considerably. They split up the original consensus group into “supporters” and “critics” of 

America’s consensus, those who admired the role of consensus in American history and 

those (including Hofstadter) who were critical of consensus values because such ideas stifled 

dissent, criticism and reform in American politics and culture.
25

 Some historians, like Peter 

Novick and Daniel Walker Howe, characterized Hofstadter specifically as a conservative, 

one who critiqued the irrational aspects of liberal democracy more than he praised its 

benevolent features.
26

  

                                                 
23

 Higham, "The Cult of ‘American Consensus’,” 95. 

24
 Bernard Sternsher, Consensus, Conflict, and American Historians (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1975). 

25
 Pells, The Liberal Mind in a Conservative Age, 150-156. 

26
 Daniel Walker Howe and Peter Elliott Finn, “Richard Hofstadter: The Ironies of an American 

Historian,” Pacific Historical Review 43, no. 1 (February 1974), https://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3637588; Peter 



14 

 

The most recent intellectual biography of Hofstadter, by David S. Brown, synthesized 

many of these arguments and expanded on them. Brown leaned away from discussing 

Hofstadter as a conservative, or as much of a liberal for that matter.
27

 Instead, Brown was 

much more interested in Hofstadter’s scholarly influences and impact on the historical 

profession. He devoted significant attention to the idea of Hofstadter as an intellectually 

curious and theoretically advanced scholar, one who actively used the work of the Frankfurt 

School in his writings.
28

 Hofstadter focused much more on critiquing reforms, reformers, 

protesters and mass movements than offering significant solutions or a coherent program of 

his own, especially in his writings of the 1960s such as Anti-Intellectualism in American Life. 

To Brown, Hofstadter is an intellectually influential figure rather than a partisan political 

one. 

 But while the questions of consensus and influence dominate the study of Hofstadter 

as a historian, few scholars have focused squarely on Hofstadter as a public intellectual who 

used his study of history to critique the society and political tendencies of his day. Few 

scholars have focused on Hofstadter’s political changes, how he shifted his views on reform, 

liberalism, and the role of intellectuals in society. Scholars have also ignored the dynamics of 

Hofstadter’s career, mainly the numerous positions he took on outside of the academy in 

order to propagate his views. 
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 In this work, I argue that the themes of New Deal liberalism and pragmatism drove 

much of Hofstadter’s scholarship from the early 1950s throughout the late 1960s. I begin 

with the classification of Hofstadter as a liberal in the vein of Franklin Roosevelt and Harry 

Truman, since this question has been more hotly contested and debated since the 1950s. By 

looking at Hofstadter’s published works, correspondence and public actions, it is clear that he 

believed in both the philosophical underpinnings of New Deal liberalism and its 

manifestations in public policy. Using the definition outlined by Alan Brinkley in The End of 

Reform, Hofstadter believed in the expansion of government influence in the economy to 

bring about a more equal distribution of wealth along with greater protections for the poor 

and the downtrodden. Brinkley writes that New Deal supporters like Hofstadter supported 

“the conviction that the government must play an active role in the economy” and the idea 

that “liberalism meant a commitment to reform, and in particular to using government to deal 

in some way with the problems of the modern economy—its structure, its importance, and 

the distribution of power within it.”
29

  

Hofstadter believed that attempts to “moralize” society or break up some of its large 

institutions (big government, political machines) were ill-conceived because those 

institutions provided a foundation for liberals’ political victories and social reforms. He 

would have agreed with Brinkley’s contention that “New Dealers had little interest in the 

moral aspects of progressive reform” and that they “rarely challenged… the power of bosses 

and machines, and never made the assault on political corruption as central to its self-
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definition as earlier generations of reformers had done...”
30

 Hofstadter argued for these 

concepts of hard-nosed political realism in many of his books and fought for them through 

his involvement in numerous public groups. 

 Hofstadter also believed in a particular form of pragmatism. He argued for elite-

driven reform rather than social change rooted in democratic movements. Hofstadter believed 

that intellectuals should seek powerful positions in government and society to initiate, 

implement, and argue for reforms. 

Early Life and Career 

 Richard Hofstadter was born in 1917 in Buffalo, New York, to a German-Jewish 

mother and a Polish father. He grew up in a modest German-American neighborhood, 

excelled in high school, and began his college career at the University of Buffalo.
31

 After a 

failed attempt at law school after graduation, he headed to Columbia University for Ph.D. 

training in 1937. Hofstadter interacted closely in his doctoral work with several famous 

historians that he later cited as influences, including Harry Carman and Merle Curti. He also 

fought back against the Jewish quota system in place at Columbia at the time, and, more 

famously, dabbled in radical politics.
32

 While Susan Stout Baker saw Hofstadter’s Marxism 

in the 1930s as a formative period for his career, Hofstadter’s contemporaries disagreed. The 

historian Peter Gay wrote that Hofstadter always held a certain skepticism about radical 
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politics because he “was a liberal of a very skeptical kind. He did not like pieties for their 

own sake… he had trouble with automatic... anything.”
33

  

While some books about Hofstadter mention this early part of his life and career, 

most analyses begin in earnest with his 1948 book, The American Political Tradition. 

Hofstadter wrote several influential articles and one book (Social Darwinism in American 

Thought) before 1948, and works on the historian do mention these earlier texts. But 

historians of Hofstadter argue that The American Political Tradition (henceforth referred to 

as APT) differed from his earlier works because of its mastery of the subject and influence on 

the American historical profession.
34

 It sold hundreds of thousands of copies, becoming a key 

textbook on American history in high schools and colleges around the country. Its 

contributions to American historiography include unique interpretations of Jacksonian 

America, a new way of understanding the works of John C Calhoun, and blistering 

indictments of Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt.  

 However, there are numerous disconnects between APT and Hofstadter’s later 

writings. First of all, APT contained many ideas and suppositions that he would later walk 

back. Most prominent among these was his analysis of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal. 

In APT, Hofstadter strongly critiqued Roosevelt because of his perceived lack of connection 

to a liberal ideology. He noted how Roosevelt rejected earlier concepts of “self-help, free 

enterprise, competition, and beneficent cupidity” in favor of “novelty and daring” combined 
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with a strong leader.
35

 Abandoning this ideology meant that Roosevelt left liberalism 

“demoralized and all but helpless” after his death, since liberals had become so attached to 

his constant experimentation.
36

 But on another level, his critiques of Roosevelt rang hollow. 

Hofstadter critiqued Roosevelt for not working within America’s political tradition, one 

which had defined the country since its founding. But Hofstadter had just critiqued that 

ideology as near-sighted, problematic and inherently conservative in almost every previous 

chapter of his book. At one point, Hofstadter even acknowledged the importance of the times 

that Roosevelt faced and how those times required radical action. He wrote, “The nation [in 

1932] was confronted with a completely novel situation for which the traditional, commonly 

accepted philosophies afforded no guide.”
37

  

Other criticisms of Roosevelt in this text point to a more important goal for 

Hofstadter: getting beyond the valorization of Roosevelt in the eyes of many postwar liberals, 

a valorization which prevented liberals from overcoming Roosevelt’s perceived flaws. 

Hofstadter moved on from the biting style of APT and the political biography approach that 

characterized this work. He abandoned his full-throated defense of a “general framework of 

ideas” that guided agreement on most political issues in American history. But more 

importantly for Hofstadter’s relationship with liberalism was his shift on the New Deal. As 

Hofstadter grew more attached to liberal ideas, his muddied critique of Roosevelt and the 

New Deal in 1948 turned into a more positive position as the 1950s progressed. 
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 In addition, Hofstadter did not yet have any of the public positions he would hold 

after 1948. He was only two years removed from his time at the University of Maryland, and 

had a small handful of articles and two books to his name. Arriving at Columbia University 

in 1946, he remained a mostly obscure figure even after the publication of APT. He pursued 

no social movements or political causes. His name does not appear anywhere in the 

Columbia University student newspaper, the Columbia Daily Spectator, until 1951. As a 

scholar, he did not write for popular magazines or newspapers like he would throughout the 

later 1950s and 1960s. His department was dominated by older historians like Allen Nevins 

and Henry Steele Commager, whose approach to history focused on a more popular style and 

a wider audience than Hofstadter. Their embrace of popular history led to a popular textbook 

(The Growth of the American Republic) and prominence as the public face of the department 

on issues like censorship on campus.
38

 It took years for Hofstadter to foster the academic and 

public connections that would define the last two decades of his career. 

Rise to Prominence 

 While APT is an important work for understanding Hofstadter’s career as a whole, I 

believe that an understanding of his approach to liberalism and pragmatism should begin 

with two events, one public and one academic, which occurred in the early 1950s. One of the 

events that launched Hofstadter’s importance as a public liberal intellectual was the 

presidential election of 1952. This election pitted Dwight Eisenhower, former Supreme 

Allied Commander and then-president of Columbia University, against Adlai Stevenson, a 

figure whose wit and rhetoric appealed to liberal intellectuals across the country. Early in the 
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campaign, a group of faculty members at Columbia signed a letter of support for Eisenhower 

as president. In response, hundreds of other faculty members signed a letter in support of 

Stevenson. Hofstadter signed onto this letter, making his support for the liberal Stevenson 

clear. He also became involved in the campaign as part of a group of pro-Stevenson 

historians that included colleagues such as Henry Steele Commager and William 

Leuchtenburg.  

These figures did not lead any large-scale movements or campaigns, but they did 

write in favor of Stevenson and stimulated get-out-the-vote efforts for his candidacy. They 

took a public stance against their university’s president and commented on several moments 

during the campaign, including the New York Times’ endorsement of Dwight Eisenhower and 

a scandal involving Richard Nixon’s campaign funds.
39

 Hofstadter also signed on to a group 

led by Allen Nevins that published a full-page ad in the New York Times for Stevenson.
40

 

Hofstadter became a public face for the group, at one point receiving a telegram from Joseph 

McCarthy after the red-baiting senator accused Columbia of having Communist ties.
41

 The 

entire episode helped to bolster Hofstadter’s reputation in the university and cemented his 

role as a politically conscious historian. 
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Hofstadter’s professional stature grew with the 1955 publication of The Age of 

Reform. This book’s influence exceeded that of APT, among fellow historians and even to 

the present day. Hofstadter’s writings on Populists and Progressives are still regularly cited in 

works like Charles Postel’s 2007 text, The Populist Vision. Hofstadter’s work upended 

decades of scholarship from writers like Solon Buck and John D. Hicks.
42

 Hofstadter’s 

interpretation replaced Hicks’s The Populist Revolt as the standard text on the subject, 

becoming a lightning rod for decades of writings both supporting Hofstadter’s critical 

interpretation of the Populists and opposing it.
43

 He also won a Pulitzer Prize, which led to 

strong sales and the book’s adoption as a popular textbook.  

 In this work, Hofstadter analyzed the three reform movements of Populism, 

Progressivism and the New Deal. His text was full of criticisms and critiques of different 

reformers such as William Jennings Bryan and Theodore Roosevelt, some of them benign 

and others acerbic. In the introduction, he made sure to state his reasons for making these 

criticisms. Yet there has been some scholarly debate as to exactly what perspective 

Hofstadter took when he made his critiques. The author never mentioned his earlier 

flirtations with Communism and his disillusion with the radical political movements from his 

youth. He also rejected the philosophy of “New Conservatism,” a popular ideology at the 

time. This philosophy rejected both left-leaning movements and the hard right groups 

epitomized by William F. Buckley and Joseph McCarthy. Its leaders, including Clinton 
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Rossiter and Peter Viereck, wanted to keep the New Deal intact while still embracing 

economic and cultural tradition in the United States. They rejected greater government 

involvement in the economy beyond the New Deal, and were skeptical of movements like the 

Populists. But Hofstadter directly repudiated the idea that his critiques of liberalism made 

him a New Conservative. In this text, he called out the “New Conservatism” as “modish” and 

a term which “sounds… too much like the crasser forms of salesmanship.”
44

  

 Hofstadter also repudiated the “old” conservatism in his introduction. These were 

people who were exploitative absolutists in their actions and even worse with their ideas.
45

 

When mentioning conservative ideas, Hofstadter quoted the prominent Columbia intellectual 

Lionel Trilling who once argued that conservative thought is simply a series of “irritable 

mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas.”
46

 Conservatives were so weak on ideas, 

according to Hofstadter, because the United States “has been so reliably conservative a 

country during the greater part of its history.”
47

 Such “reliable” conservatism helped to 

exacerbate the nation’s social and economic problems. 

Instead, Hofstadter placed himself firmly in the “liberal” tradition and as a “liberal” 

scholar. He stated that when it came to the reform tradition, “I am criticizing largely from 

within. The tradition of Progressive reform is the one upon which I was raised and from 

which my personal sentiments were formed, as it is, indeed, the tradition of most intellectuals 
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in America.”
48

 His writings were an effort to “free” this tradition of “its sentimentalities and 

complacencies.”
49

 Elsewhere in his introduction, Hofstadter extended this argument to 

defend the practice of liberal scholarship overall in the United States. Liberals had to wage 

war throughout the nation’s history against “those forces which were too exclusively 

preoccupied with the organization of economic life and the milking of our resources to give 

much thought to the human costs or to expend much sympathy on the victims of their 

work.”
50

 The job of liberal intellectuals and politicians was “first to broaden the numbers of 

those who could benefit from the great American bonanza and then to humanize its workings 

and help heal its casualties.”
51

  

 Hofstadter further articulated his liberal beliefs in the main body of his text. Contrary 

to much of the historiography surrounding this work, he did not reject the Populists and their 

beliefs completely. The text criticized much of the rhetoric used by Populists and the ways in 

which they ran their political campaigns. Hofstadter strongly disputed Populist arguments 

against urban populations and Jews. He wrote, “it was chiefly Populist writers who expressed 

that identification of the Jew with the usurer and the ‘international gold ring’ which was the 

central theme of the American anti-Semitism of the age.”
52

 Hofstadter also rejected the way 

in which the Populists sacrificed almost their entire political platform in favor of the “silver 

panacea,” (that is, the coining of free silver) in the 1896 election. Hofstadter noted how the 
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free silver issue was “ridiculed, and rightly so, as the single cure-all of the popular thought of 

the [1890s],” but also that it “threatened to distract attention from the full scope of the reform 

movement.”
53

 While Hofstadter later argued that some of his critiques of Populists were too 

harsh and walked some of them back, they were what made his analysis of the Populists 

unique and a major revision to the pro-Populists histories written in the Progressive era.
54

  

Hofstadter’s analysis was by no means entirely negative. Populists did many things 

that Hofstadter admired, and did them in a public way that garnered mass appeal throughout 

the 1890s. Hofstadter noted that the Populists were “the first modern [American] political 

movement of practical importance… to insist that the federal government has some 

responsibility for the common weal; indeed, it was the first such movement to attack 

seriously the problems created by industrialism.” Hofstadter also noted how Populism 

“stirred the latent liberalism in many Americans and startled many conservatives into a new 

flexibility.” Populism helped lead to “something profoundly radical and humane” in the 

South, a “popular movement that would cut across the old barriers of race.”
55

 These were all 

accomplishments that Hofstadter, with his attachment to New Deal liberalism and his belief 

in civil rights, respected greatly.  

Later on in his chapter on Populists, Hofstadter supported them once again for their 

practical victories. He noted how many “Populist proposals… eventually became law: 
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railroad regulation, the income tax, an expanded currency and credit structure… the initiative 

and referendum, postal savings banks, even the highly controversial subtreasury plan.”
56

 

Hofstadter therefore argued that the Populist Party “seems to have fulfilled its third-party 

function. It transformed [the Democratic Party], had a sharp impact on the other, and in the 

not too long run saw much of its program become law.”
57

 While Hofstadter disapproved of 

the Populists’ paranoid and reactionary rhetoric, more important to him was the Populist 

support for government intervention in the economy, a precedent for the New Deal.  

 Hofstadter’s attachment to the Progressives was similar to that of the Populists. He 

dismissed many of their ideological reforms and symbolic actions (such as Prohibition). 

Hofstadter was especially skeptical of the Progressives’ stance on antitrust legislation. Some 

Progressives wanted to appear to fight trusts more than they wanted to actually combat them. 

Hofstadter noted how under Wilson, the Antitrust Division of the Justice Department “was 

expanded, but only to eighteen men… the most elementary policing of the economy, more 

recent experience has shown, calls for a staff of well over ten times as many attorneys.”
58

 

The problem was that figures like Wilson and Louis Brandeis were guided by a desire for 

free competition and small businessmen to dominate the American economy, but they were 

also unwilling to constrain business with significant regulation. Still, while they could not 

accomplish their stated goal of breaking up “big business,” they did achieve concrete reforms 

of society and the economy. The Progressives were able to “take the first step toward genuine 
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regulation of the railroads; establish a more satisfactory system of credit subject to public 

control [in the Federal Reserve System]… [and they brought about] a long-sought downward 

revision of duties.”
59

 Like the Populists, Hofstadter disapproved of their moralizing rhetoric 

and inconsequential, symbolic actions. But overall, the Progressives also helped set a 

precedent for New Deal programs, such as antitrust legislation and social insurance 

programs, that Hofstadter supported.  

 Hofstadter defended the expansion of government influence in the economy and 

society both proposed and enacted during the Progressive Era. He applauded the efforts by 

Herbert Croly and Theodore Roosevelt to expand government influence in business and labor 

through their “New Nationalism” programs. The New Nationalism became a byword for a 

series of reforms (a minimum wage, labor union protections, the income tax, etc.) that 

Theodore Roosevelt ran for president on with the Progressive Party in 1912. The Party’s 

supporters included Roosevelt, New Republic founder Herbert Croly, and philosopher and 

public intellectual Walter Lippmann. Hofstadter supported the aforementioned reforms not 

only because they matched his idea of liberalism, but because they helped pave the way for 

the eventual framework of the New Deal.  

 The New Deal was the reform movement that Hofstadter supported the most in this 

work, primarily because of what it accomplished. This was the only reform movement 

Hofstadter analyzed without a discussion of its guiding ideological concept. Hofstadter 

prefaced the Populist chapter with an exploration of the “agrarian myth,” while the 

Progressive chapter could be fully understood only after an explanation of its guiding 
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“Yankee-Protestant ethic.” The New Deal had no corresponding ideological construct. It 

endeavored, according to Hofstadter, to pursue reform without consulting ideologies. This 

new approach was necessary, since “when F.D.R. took his oath of office, the entire working 

apparatus of American economic life had gone to smash.”
60

 Desperate times called for 

desperate actions, including the abandonment of the assumption that the United States was 

“an essentially healthy society.”
61

 With the jettisoning of the idea of a healthy society came 

the rejection of a grand ideology and symbolic actions to orient social reform.  

 Once these themes and discontinuities have been established, Hofstadter embarked on 

his positive analysis of the New Deal. According to Hofstadter, the New Deal rejected the 

focus of most Progressives on protecting individuals from the government or corporations. 

New Dealers instead recognized that “the federal government was to be responsible for the 

condition of the labor market as a part of its concern with the industrial problem as a 

whole.”
62

 New Deal programs spent billions of dollars to stimulate the economy and put the 

poor and unemployed back to work.
63

 The New Deal also did not care about political 

machines, and Roosevelt made it clear that he would work “with the bosses wherever they 

would work with him.”
64

 Hofstadter spoke eloquently of the reformers who devoted their 

time to the “farmers without markets, to the unemployed without bread or hope…”
65

 A 
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commitment to helping the poor in society, more than any concern for ideology or the 

machinations of political machines, was one of the key tenets of New Deal liberalism 

 Whether because of Hofstadter’s new political engagement with liberal Democrats, or 

having more time to reflect on the FDR presidency, this full-throated defense of New Deal 

liberalism marked a change from Hofstadter’s earlier work.
66

 The concern over FDR’s 

abandonment of ideology, which characterized the somewhat tepid response to the New Deal 

in APT, was gone. That abandonment was now essential for Hofstadter because it freed the 

Roosevelt administration to innovate. The New Deal was not hampered by a belief in the 

small free-holding farmers of America’s past (the “agrarian myth”) or the small-town morals 

of the Yankee-Protestant tradition. The government under the New Deal could detect 

problems with underemployment and soil erosion, craft a government bureaucracy (the 

CCC), and solve both problems by using thousands of temporary employees to plant millions 

of trees across the country. 

 The attachment to New Deal liberalism continued throughout the 1950s in both 

Hofstadter’s public and academic work. His 1957 American history textbook, co-authored 

with William Miller and Daniel Aaron, The United States: The History of a Republic, painted 

the New Deal in a positive light. It noted how Roosevelt was “warmhearted and deeply 

moved by the plight of the destitute,” and that his many reforms helped save the banking 

industry and the securities market.
67

 Hofstadter and his co-authors identified the “greatest” 
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reform of the New Deal as the Tennessee Valley Authority, a government-run organization 

that put pressure on private companies to lower their own electricity rates.
68

 They summed 

up the text’s chapter on the New Deal by writing that it allowed for the United States to 

stumble, “erratic but free, toward the solution of their problems through constitutional and 

parliamentary means.”
69

 The possibility of the United States falling, like much of Europe, to 

Fascism or Communism as a result of the Great Depression was made abundantly clear here. 

Through this chapter, Hofstadter added to his earlier defense of the New Deal by considering 

how it kept the country free from those totalitarian ideologies, an approach much in line with 

contemporary works by figures like Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Daniel Boorstin.  

 Publicly, Hofstadter remained engaged in politics on campus. He helped reorganize a 

Dewey Society on campus, an organization dedicated to social change and liberal politics 

similar to Americans for Democratic Action (a key group led at one point by prominent 

public intellectuals like Reinhold Niebuhr and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.).
70

 Hofstadter also 

supported, along with his close friend C. Wright Mills, a protest of 600 students against an 

air raid drill on campus.
71

 But perhaps his most famous act of public engagement came in 

1965 with his participation in the civil rights march from Selma to Montgomery. Hofstadter 

attended the Selma March with several of the most prominent American historians of the era, 
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like John Higham, William Leuchtenburg and John Hope Franklin. He both attended the 

march and spoke out on behalf of advances in civil rights. Brown writes that “Hofstadter was 

proud of his participation that day and reconnected its larger meaning to the social justice 

issues he pursued in his youth.”
72

 Hofstadter was more than willing to take a strong, public 

stance and argue for civil rights in a bolder way than some of his contemporaries, like 

Southerner C. Vann Woodward and Kenneth Stampp.  

The Pragmatic Shift 

 Hofstadter’s commitment to New Deal reforms persisted in one degree or another 

throughout the rest of his career. But his ideas surrounding the New Deal and how to achieve 

liberal reform shifted considerably in the 1960s. For a variety of reasons, which will soon be 

addressed, his approach to reform became more entangled with the theme of pragmatism. 

Before showing how and why the term “pragmatism” became more and more implicated in 

Hofstadter’s work after 1960, it is helpful to analyze the different approaches to society and 

politics encompassed by the term. On a colloquial level, a “pragmatic” approach would be 

one that focused on goals that could be realistically accomplished at the present time with 

present circumstances. These goals are often moderate and susceptible to compromise, 

political wrangling, and the influence of interest groups who may need to be swayed in order 

to give their ascent to the policy. This approach, which I call the “practical” approach to 

politics, was one that Hofstadter supported throughout the 1950s. It was another set of ideas, 

which I identify as “pragmatic,” that emerged as more of a theme in Hofstadter’s 1960s 

writings.  
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 The more academic definition of “pragmatism” refers to the philosophy of figures 

such as William James, John Dewey and Walter Lippmann. Pragmatists focused on building 

a rationally oriented society, usually with the organs of government in charge. That 

government, according to figures like Lippmann, should be guided by the intellectuals in 

society, since the vast majority of people are so susceptible to the whims of the mass media 

and economic and political elites who manipulate public opinion that they cannot build a fair, 

orderly society on their own. Those intellectuals can then try to persuade those same elites, 

along with the education system, to educate the population and frame important issues in 

ways that will enlighten the public and win mass support.
73

  

 I have already established Hofstadter’s support for practical reforms and approaches 

in history and his contemporary setting. But Hofstadter’s writings and actions throughout the 

1960s supported the more philosophical definition of pragmatism as well. Hofstadter’s work 

in this period argued for a healthy distrust of purely popular movements, and advocated for a 

greater involvement of intellectuals in society and politics. These intellectuals would use 

their skills to implement the reforms that society still needed (an expanded social safety net, 

civil rights legislation, greater funding for education, etc.). They would use the power of the 

mass media to influence the public as well, prompting people to vote for one candidate or 

support a piece of legislation that contributed to the well-being of the country. Intellectuals 

might not always occupy the highest position of power, but they would always have the ear 
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of the country’s leaders and would constantly strive to create a more just, equitable and 

rational society. 

Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (1963) illustrated the theme of pragmatism 

perhaps better than any other of Hofstadter’s works. Hofstadter wrote this work in a time of 

political intrigue connected to the aftermath of John F Kennedy’s election in 1960. Kennedy 

had overcome many of the problems Stevenson had faced. He was much more gregarious 

and popular, trading Stevenson’s humility and wit for a better grasp of modern campaigning 

and the power of television. But Kennedy followed Stevenson in his attachment to 

intellectuals. He brought historian and public intellectual Arthur Schlesinger Jr. into his inner 

circle of advisers, along with many other PhDs and prominent writers.
74

 He also wanted to 

implement the ideas of liberal intellectuals in his policy programs like those of the New 

Frontier.
75

 Yet the election of Kennedy was also a decisive factor in the resurgence of the 

radical right in the United States, a group which had declined in influence during the late 

1950s years after the downfall of Senator McCarthy. 

The radical right reemerged with groups like the John Birch Society and the 

Minutemen. Barry Goldwater, an earlier prominent conservative, wrote Conscience of a 

Conservative in 1960 which distilled many conservative values into a short volume that 

would later be adapted by many movements on the radical right. The right, according to 

Goldwater, was animated by fear of Communism, worries over the strength of unions, and 
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skepticism about government involvement in the economy.
76

 The radical right also critiqued 

both parties and the tendency for those parties to compromise and make deals on ideological 

points.
77

 These conservatives instead wanted to work around the traditional party process. 

But the way the right sought to do this, through an ideological network operating outside of 

the traditional bounds of party politics and established advocacy groups, also held 

importance for liberal critics like Hofstadter. The fact that Goldwater’s book was mostly 

written by conservative activist and organizer L. Brent Bozell, and distributed to thousands 

as part of a popular movement, certainly caught Hofstadter’s eye as problematic for both 

New Deal policies and New Deal political legacies. 

Hofstadter’s work on the movements of the right helped to shape his focus in Anti-

Intellectualism. Written in a moment of extreme anti-intellectualism in the country’s political 

life, with right-wing organizations denouncing intellectuals as “eggheads” and Communist 

sympathizers throughout the country, Hofstadter argued that this anti-intellectualism was a 

force pervasive in America’s history and culture from its beginning. Anti-intellectualism 

rejected the thinkers and theorists, and denigrated them as “pretentious, conceited, 

effeminate, and snobbish; and very likely immoral, dangerous and subversive.”
78

 This anti-

intellectual trend could be found in religious, educational, and political movements 

throughout the nation’s history. The few periods that seemed hospitable to higher thinking, 

(the time of the Founding Fathers, the rule of liberal Puritan clergy in the early 18
th

 century, 
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etc.) were soon replaced by an anti-intellectual backlash focused on the importance of 

emotion and experience in daily life. Hofstadter wrote that according to this tradition, “the 

plain sense of the common man, especially if tested by success in some demanding line of 

practical work, is an altogether adequate substitute for, if not actually much superior to, 

formal knowledge and expertise required in the schools.”
79

 The rise and ascendancy of this 

practical tendency became one of the central themes of the book.  

The country’s practical trends also produced popular leaders and movements who 

captured the public’s imagination and used it to either implement anti-intellectual policies or 

spread an anti-intellectual message. Hofstadter argued in his introduction that “[anti-

intellectualism] made its way into our politics because it became associated with our passion 

for equality.”
80

 This anti-intellectual tendency held true on both the right and the left. When 

identifying leaders who espoused anti-intellectualism, Hofstadter lumped together Calvin 

Coolidge and Warren Harding with William Jennings Bryan and Andrew Jackson. Popular 

leaders like Bryan “reinforced the widespread belief in the superiority of inborn, intuitive, 

folkish wisdom over the cultivated, oversophisticated and self-interested knowledge of the 

literati and the well-to-do.”
81

 The rejection of intellectuals on the right was compounded by 

numerous factors, including the attachment to the practical in the business community and 

the attempts by universities to pursue liberal reforms throughout the 20
th

 century. For 

different reasons, liberal and conservative groups utilized the themes of anti-intellectualism 
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(an attachment to the practical, a belief in masculinity, suspicion of urban elites, etc.) to win 

power and influence the structures of American society.  

With this book, as with many others in Hofstadter’s canon, it is tempting to ask the 

question: in this book of criticisms and critiques from all sides, what exactly did Hofstadter 

support? The answer for Anti-Intellectualism is to look for Hofstadter’s historical “heroes,” 

the figures he supported more than he criticized. It is here where one sees a curious reversal 

of the central positive argument in The Age of Reform. Hofstadter now took a strong stand 

not against liberal reform, but the practical approach of many groups, reformers and 

otherwise, in American history. For example, he denigrated practical approaches in religion, 

belittling them while tacitly supporting Puritans, Anglicans and intellectual members of 

“lower” groups like the Methodists.  

Hofstadter saw intellectuals fighting for the power of ideas in numerous areas of 

society, such as religion and labor unions. The political and educational realms were the most 

important, however. These were the sectors where Hofstadter had the most experience, both 

professionally and academically, and the ones where he saw the clearest examples of both 

intellectual and anti-intellectual leadership. On education, Hofstadter devoted numerous 

pages to defending his own social group—the professoriate. He did this in part by detailing 

the role of academics in drafting different university curricula over the past 150 years. One 

moment stands out as a model for Hofstadter and a window into his views on education: the 

report of the National Education Association’s Committee of Ten from 1893. The committee 

emerged from the movement for standardization and regularity that drove education 

reformers in the late 19
th

 century. It was led by numerous prominent intellectuals, chief 
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among them Charles William Eliot, Woodrow Wilson and James Harvey Robinson (a 

Progressive historian whom Hofstadter admired). These figures crafted a program that 

“thought of the secondary school as an agency for academic training.”
82

 In some ways, their 

program reflected this notion by prioritizing the fields that the committee’s members excelled 

in. Historians like Robinson and Wilson helped contribute to the three-year history 

requirement, mathematician Ira Remsen helped contribute to the three-year math 

requirement, and similar figures pressed for every other requirement. This was an educational 

program made by some of the most important intellectuals in American history with the 

express purpose not of training new businessmen or “good citizens” (like contemporary and 

earlier schools), but of preparing students for later academic training.  

Hofstadter treated this curriculum far more favorably than almost every other 

educational approach in American history. For these other approaches, he made sure to point 

out their flaws and shortcomings. The “life-adjustment” approach to education, which held 

sway for several decades in the mid-20
th

 century, was pseudo-science built off of many 

inaccurate studies and assumptions according to Hofstadter. This approach focused on the 

practicality of learning, and cared much less about training intellectuals and college students 

than the Committee of Ten did. Hofstadter further argued that this approach discussed the 

“democracy” of education so that educational leaders could “conceal from themselves that 

they were, with breathtaking certainty, writing off the majority of the nation’s children as 

being more or less uneducable—that is… unfit not just for… academic studies… but even for 
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programs of vocational education.”
83

 Hofstadter made a similar criticism of the educational 

philosophy of John Dewey, which he saw as failing to compile a “complex, organized 

program of studies…”
84

 For Hofstadter, the leadership of intellectuals and the goal of 

crafting more intellectuals were the most important criteria for determining the success or 

validity of any approach to education.  

In this book, Hofstadter also reaffirmed his political ideal: the New Deal. Hofstadter 

remarked that “never had there been such complete harmony between the popular cause in 

politics and the dominant mood of the intellectuals.”
85

 The New Deal emboldened and 

empowered intellectuals. It “aggrandize[d] the role of every professor and of every 

speculative or dissenting mind.”
86

 These men were now “needed” due to the economic 

collapse, and “the New Deal… showed how they could make themselves felt.”
87

 This new 

approach represented yet another shift in Hofstadter’s appraisal of the New Deal. While he 

had previously praised the practical, goal-oriented approach of New Deal policy, Hofstadter 

now lauded the New Deal because it gave intellectuals by the hundreds places in the halls of 

power.  

Hofstadter believed that the members of FDR’s Brain Trust epitomized this new 

attitude of the New Deal. The Brain Trust was a group of prominent intellectuals recruited by 

the Roosevelt administration to advise on and guide public policy. These were not simply 
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men and women who told the President what he wanted to hear, but people who used their 

academic and intellectual expertise to form the building blocks of the First and Second New 

Deal. They experimented, helped draft legislation, and contributed to building the incredibly 

complex, innovative structures and bureaucracies that resulted from the New Deal.
88

 These 

figures helped to make Social Security, the National Labor Relations Board, and the Works 

Progress Administration possible. Throughout this entire discussion, even while bringing up 

many of the criticisms of the Brain Trust, Hofstadter remained unequivocal. These figures 

were essential for running the country along with the president. “Politicians could not handle 

the issues raised by the depression; civil servants of the right type did not exist to cope with 

them; and most business leaders seemed worse than useless,” Hofstadter wrote.
89

 To him, the 

Brain Trust represented the platonic ideal of both New Deal liberalism and pragmatism, the 

“ends” that Hofstadter supported for social reform and the “means” that Hofstadter believed 

liberals should use in order to achieve those ends. 

The first chapter of Hofstadter’s next major work, The Paranoid Style in American 

Politics (1965), continued to argue in favor of this liberal-pragmatic political system by 

attacking its antithesis: those political movements in American history guided by the 

“paranoid style.” Such “paranoid” groups worked outside the traditional bounds of American 

politics. Hofstadter wrote, “the paranoid tendency is aroused by a confrontation of opposed 

interests which are (or are felt to be) totally irreconcilable, and thus by nature not susceptible 
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to the normal political processes of bargain and compromise.”
90

 These groups also did not 

respond well to intellectuals and ideas in general. Hofstadter wrote, “the passion for factual 

evidence does not, as in most intellectual exchanges, have the effect of putting the paranoid 

spokesman into effective two-way communication with the world outside his group- least of 

all with those who doubt his views.”
91

 Instead, for the paranoid individual, “he has all the 

evidence he needs; he is not a receiver, he is a transmitter.”
92

 These movements had little to 

do with traditionally “liberal” or “conservative” groups, yet Hofstadter saw paranoid trends 

in ostensibly liberal movements like Populism and Jacksonian Democracy. Hofstadter linked 

“paranoid” movements in American history with “anti-intellectual” movements. They all 

drew Hofstadter’s ire and scorn because they rejected historical tenets of American politics, 

including both the pragmatism and the New Deal liberalism that Hofstadter supported. This 

shared approach to “paranoid” and “anti-intellectual” groups made The Paranoid Style more 

of an extension of Anti-Intellectualism than its own standalone analysis.  

The epitome of these “paranoid” groups in the 1960s, to Hofstadter, was the then-

popular Goldwater movement, which had won the Republican presidential primary in 1964. 

Hofstadter discussed this movement in the second chapter of The Paranoid Style entitled 

“Goldwater and Pseudo-Conservative Politics.” Hofstadter saw Goldwater’s campaign as the 

antithesis of an intellectual and liberal movement. Hofstadter felt angry that the movement 

wanted to repeal the New Deal and its many reforms, but this disagreement with Goldwater’s 
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policies was not the primary concern of his expose. Rather, Hofstadter argued that “the non-

programmatic character of Goldwater’s approach to [campaign issues]… stood out as 

singular.”
93

 Instead of the intellectual approach to domestic challenges, where society’s 

problems “are intrinsically difficult, that they involve complex economic, sociological, and 

psychological connections…” Goldwater believed that those frameworks should be “swept 

away- indeed, it was precisely Goldwater’s conception that the inquiring and humane spirit 

behind modern sociology and psychology has not helped to solve but has produced our 

difficulties.”
94

 When it came to foreign policy, Goldwater’s views were no closer to those 

held by most intellectuals. The core of Goldwater’s policies was “a certain robust impatience 

with negotiation and compromise, a resolution to do away with… ambiguity, a readiness to 

believe that… questions of state could somehow be swept off the board by some sudden and 

simple gesture of violent decision.”
95

 Both the domestic and foreign policy of Goldwater 

showed a rejection of intellectual themes (quiet contemplation, negotiation, leadership by 

individuals) and an embrace of anti-intellectual themes like an adoration of manly, decisive, 

and supposedly moral “action.” 

In addition to the policies of Goldwater’s movement, Hofstadter also objected 

strongly to its means. He decried Goldwater’s “repudiation of our traditional political 

ways”
96

 by “bolshevizing,” that is, crafting a group “staffed with small, quietly efficient 
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cadres of zealots who on short notice can whip up a show of political strength greatly 

disproportionate to their numbers.”
97

 The Goldwater campaign also had no program, no 

desire to win respectability, and no effort to legislate actual change besides a few far-flung 

isolationist amendments to the Constitution. Goldwater’s rejection of New Deal liberalism, 

intellectualism and every other aspect of Hofstadter’s philosophy in the 1960s helps to 

explain the historian’s strong denunciations of Goldwater, perhaps his most biting criticism 

ever of a contemporary.  

A New Role 

A major development in Hofstadter’s public life paralleled these changes in his 

academic writings. The shift occurred slowly, as Hofstadter continued to speak out and 

organize around liberal issues up to 1965. But after Selma and Hofstadter’s support of 

Kenneth Keating’s 1964 United States Senate bid, Hofstadter changed his public focus 

significantly. Part of this shift came from the failure of many political campaigns that 

Hofstadter supported. Hofstadter’s efforts for Stevenson in 1952 and 1956 failed miserably, 

as Eisenhower won both elections with Electoral College margins of 67% and 73%, 

respectively. The Keating campaign went down to defeat, with Robert F. Kennedy coming 

out victorious and quickly rising to the top of American politics. While the Selma March 

helped lead to the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, further civil rights legislation 

was slow to materialize after 1965, and the riots of that year complicated the momentum for 

future reforms. As a result, Hofstadter started making an effort to avoid active participation 

in politics. After receiving an invitation to speak at a rally for Eugene McCarthy in 1968, 

                                                 
97

 Ibid., 140. 



42 

 

Hofstadter declined and said, “I am all for McCarthy, but I do not make talks at political 

meetings…”
98

 The pages of the Columbia Spectator also reinforce this shift. With a handful 

of exceptions (like a private letter protesting Vietnam), Hofstadter’s involvement in open 

political activism declined significantly after 1965, even as his reputation in the American 

historical profession reached its zenith. Articles about Hofstadter taking charge of political 

movements were replaced in the Columbia Spectator by more mundane mentions about his 

involvement in accreditation meetings or student housing, or his attempts at curbing and 

moderating protest movements led by students. Never again would Hofstadter assume the 

public, political profile that he displayed in 1965. 

Instead, paralleling the ideas of pragmatist figures like Lippmann, Hofstadter began 

to use the media to help influence public thought and policy. Hofstadter started to work with 

the Public Broadcasting Laboratory, a television program created by the National 

Educational Television Network, an organization that roughly corresponds to today’s PBS. 

Created with a massive grant from the Ford Foundation, the Public Broadcasting Laboratory 

(or PBL for short) strove to educate the public on numerous public policy and history topics. 

In its statement of goals, the editorial board wrote that through the PBL, “public television 

could deepen the understanding of its audience, sharpen their judgment, and refine their taste. 

It could direct their attention to the most fundamental concerns of the present, and extend the 

                                                 
98

 Richard Hofstadter to Christopher Culkin, March 18, 1968, box 1, "Refused Dates" folder, Richard 

Hofstadter Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library, New York. 



43 

 

perspectives in time and space from which they view these concerns.”
99

 Its editorial board 

was made up of some of the leading intellectuals in the United States at the time. Members 

included Hofstadter; Lawrence Cremin (a prominent historian of education at Columbia), 

James Dumpson (Dean and Sociology Professor at Fordham University), Norman Cousins (a 

prominent liberal activist and publicist) and many others. The show ran for an hour every 

Sunday for two years, warranting write-ups in the New York Times and the attention of state 

educational associations throughout the South.
100

 Although the organization did not grow 

beyond this show, Hofstadter’s involvement was important both for what the PBL did and 

what it symbolized.  

Hofstadter’s connection with the PBL was the culmination of the more pragmatic 

period of his career as a public intellectual. PBL mirrored the Committee of Ten, 

Hofstadter’s paragon of intellectual involvement in society, in numerous ways. The 

organization brought together leading thinkers and was designed to educate the public in a 

way that would help craft a more rational society that would benefit all Americans. In the 

statement of goals by the PBL editorial board, its members maintained that it would not 

always be “objective” but would attempt to be “fair” with every broadcast.
101

 It soon became 

clear that the PBL believed “fairness” was synonymous with liberal policies. The topics 
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discussed on episodes of the PBL were many of the most important for liberals throughout 

the 1960s. They included “urban racial” problems; the benefits of the Swedish welfare state; 

Soviet alternative medicine; South African oppression over its neighbors; and the importance 

of taxes and government influence in the economy.
102

 The PBL hoped to broadcast liberal 

viewpoints and ideas on all of these major questions with the goal of educating and, 

hopefully, influencing the public on these issues. 

Hofstadter also believed that intellectuals should not necessarily be influenced by the 

pressures of mass media, even as they used the tools of mass communication. Hofstadter and 

the editorial board for the PBL emphasized in their statement of goals that their work would 

not be beholden to advertising dollars or ratings.
103

 “Ratings” symbolized the wants and 

desires of the American public, which by the 1950s and 1960s were heavily dominated by 

advertising and what the PBL saw as illegitimate demagogues. Instead of giving the 

American public what they wanted, the PBL would tell them what they needed to know so 

the public could then be motivated to implement the many social and economic reforms that 

Hofstadter believed were necessary. 

Hofstadter’s work, both academic and public, veered away from these themes of New 

Deal Liberalism and pragmatism starting in 1968. Academically, he shifted his focus back to 

one of his original interests as a historian: the Progressive historians, most notably Frederick 

Jackson Turner, Charles Beard and Vernon Parrington. These historians had been part of his 
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published work ever since “Beard and the Constitution: The History of an Idea,” an article 

written in 1950. In The Progressive Historians, Hofstadter expanded on this earlier work by 

analyzing these figures and the contribution of their work to the development of American 

historiography.
104

  

Hofstadter’s public focus shifted as well, due more to unforeseen circumstances on 

his college campus than any personal interests or desires. In April of 1968, a group of 

students occupied Hamilton Hall and Low Library on the Columbia campus, demanding 

disassociation with a military-aligned think tank and scrapping plans for an arguably 

segregated gym on Morningside Park. The protestors held the university president hostage, 

barricaded themselves into numerous classrooms and held raucous demonstrations across 

campus. As recounted by Neil Jumonville in Critical Crossings: The New York Intellectuals 

in Postwar America, prominent professors and intellectuals from across the city took sides on 

the debate. A group of “radical” figures including Dwight MacDonald and Paul Goodman 

supported both the actions and the demands of the protestors. Moderates, led by Daniel Bell 

and others, wanted the protestors to tone down the radical nature of their actions but did not 

want the police called on protestors, while Diana Trilling and Sidney Hook wanted to call in 

the police against the protestors and rejected their demands.
105

 Hofstadter supported some of 

the ideas of the protestors like their views on the Vietnam War, but stood strongly against 

their actions. He wanted the police to be called and for the protestors to be dispersed, with 
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force if necessary. Hofstadter saw them as anti-intellectual to a certain degree, rejecting the 

tenets of free expression, debate and politics without violence that characterized his liberal 

approach to public debate.
106

 No matter what he felt about the “ends” of student protests, he 

strongly objected to the “means” they were using on the Columbia campus. 

I see this shift in 1968 as pivotal for a number of different reasons. First of all, the 

challenge to the university distracted Hofstadter in many ways. He continued to produce 

academic work, but he could not leave on a speaking engagement or attend public television 

meetings with protests raging in his classes and in the building containing his office.
107

 1968 

was also a turbulent year in general, with uprisings around the globe and numerous 

assassinations and riots at home. In such circumstances, Hofstadter saw the need to reduce 

violence and to keep his university under control as now more important than any discussion 

of New Deal liberalism or public television programs.  

Conclusion 

Hofstadter’s world of print culture and media gatekeepers may seem divorced from 

the contemporary world. However, questions over the practical versus the idealistic, the role 

of intellectuals in society, and the power of popular movements are all questions being asked 

today. Richard Hofstadter was a historian who represented a different time, one when 

historians and public intellectuals held a great deal of influence or at least thought they did. 

Yet his scholarship, and his efforts to bring historical knowledge to bear on contemporary 

politics, are both important legacies for scholars today. 
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Chapter 2. Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and the Evolution of a Liberal Intellectual 

Introduction 

 Over 50 years after the height of his political power in the Kennedy administration, 

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. (1917-2007) remains one of the nation’s quintessential postwar 

American intellectuals. Historians have noted his many prominent writings, his social 

connections at the upper echelons of American politics, and his uncanny ability to both study 

and make history. News articles today still cite his books when discussing the power of the 

presidency, the role of multiculturalism in society, and the anxiety of postwar Americans and 

intellectuals. He has even been compared to Henry Adams for his fame and his connections 

to power in American society.  

 Schlesinger racked up numerous awards and accolades as a professional historian 

beginning at an early age. Schlesinger published his first book at age 23 and won a Pulitzer 

Prize for his second book at age 27. That second book, The Age of Jackson, would set out a 

new interpretation of the Jacksonian period that historians debated for several subsequent 

decades. Schlesinger won a Bancroft Prize in 1957, becoming one of a select few historians 

to win both prestigious prizes, and a second Pulitzer in 1966. He also won the Parkman Prize 

in 1957 and two National Book Awards, one in 1966 and the other in 1979. 

 Schlesinger used his talents as a historian to become famous and successful, but he 

also used history to become a prominent public intellectual. He helped found influential 

organizations like Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) and wrote speeches for several 

presidents. Schlesinger also held an official position as special advisor to President John F. 

Kennedy, where he met with both the president and the press numerous times and advised 
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Kennedy against the Bay of Pigs invasion. Schlesinger’s work and his persona reached the 

public at levels unheard of for most historians. He appeared on the non-fiction best-seller list 

in both 1965 and 1966, and later in the decade made appearances on Meet the Press and The 

Merv Griffin Show to promote his books and political views.
108

 CBS even made a television 

miniseries in 1983 based on one of his biographies, Robert Kennedy and His Times.  

 As an influential figure in postwar American politics, historians have examined 

Schlesinger’s career and work numerous times. Some, including Stephen Depoe and Marcus 

Cuncliffe, have attempted to find a core philosophy or motif that guides all of Schlesinger’s 

writings, such as strong partisanship or a belief in the cycles of American history.
109

 Others 

historians analyzing Schlesinger’s work, most prominently among them Neil Jumonville and 

Richard Pells, have portrayed Schlesinger as a politically-oriented historian and public 

intellectual, one who used his historical writings and his membership in organizations to 

argue for his own liberal ideas on politics and society.
110

  

Most historians agree on a few major themes in Schlesinger’s life. They agree that 

Schlesinger was a “Cold War liberal” during the postwar period. Cold War liberalism was a 

shift from solving domestic economic problems, the main focus of New Deal liberalism, to 

identifying, rejecting, and defeating Communism both at home and abroad. In addition, 

biographers have argued that Schlesinger glossed over racial and economic inequalities that 
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still existed in the United States, since admitting those flaws may have given the Russians 

more intellectual ammunition in Cold War conflicts. 

Along with being a Cold War liberal, critics have also accused Schlesinger of naked 

political ambition and dogmatic attachment to liberal presidents and politicians. They cite his 

long-term connection to the Kennedys, and his writing admiring political biographies and 

campaign speeches for presidential candidates. In That Noble Dream, Peter Novick even 

makes Schlesinger the subject of a joke about historians and their inability to write critically 

of other historians. He lambasts the general inability of historians to fundamentally critique 

their field by arguing that they “write about their colleagues the way Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. 

writes about the Kennedys.”
111

  

This chapter seeks to both correct these misguided analyses and explore shifts in the 

way Schlesinger viewed history and the role of a public intellectual. In order to correct the 

record on Schlesinger, I argue two major points. First, I argue that throughout the 1940s up to 

the late 1960s, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. supported the tenets of New Deal liberalism. His belief 

in the expansion of government’s role in the economy, strong federal leadership to solve 

economic and social inequality, and support of labor unions came through in all of his major 

works, from his first book (published in 1940) to the end of this period in 1968. This basic 

ideology also included a distrust of Communism. I argue that the current belief in 

Schlesinger’s “shift” to Cold War liberalism reflects a great exaggeration of numerous 

arguments in Schlesinger’s writings and a misunderstanding of his positions and ideas over 

nearly three decades. 
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I do not argue for complete stasis in Schlesinger’s career over this period, however. 

Many of the changes that occurred were related to Schlesinger’s role not as a historian, but 

instead as a public intellectual. Schlesinger transformed after 1946 from a historian focused 

mostly on writing books and articles into a full-fledged public intellectual, one who wrote 

speeches and founded organizations designed to present liberal ideas to the public. He also 

made several shifts in his public role and in his approach to being a public intellectual. 

Schlesinger went from leading organizations like Americans for Democratic Action and 

travelling around the world making speeches for the non-communist left in the late 1940s, to 

writing books and articles advocating for stronger political leaders in the late 1950s. He then 

wrote a political campaign book in 1960, became a vocal special advisor to the President, 

wrote one of the definitive memoirs of the Kennedy administration, and started to appear on 

television to promote his books and his views. This all occurred during the first 28 years of a 

65-year career. 

How does one explain these changes? I argue that beginning in 1946, the connection 

between the careers of Schlesinger and one of his major influences, political commentator 

Walter Lippmann, is essential to understanding Schlesinger’s career path. Like Lippmann, 

Schlesinger’s future decisions were guided by his ability to change his focus so that his 

scholarship could have the maximal possible impact on politics and society. Schlesinger left 

the Congress for Cultural Freedom, for instance, because he believed the organization had 

veered too far away from the tenets of New Deal liberalism and instead advocated ideas (like 

anti-Communist purges) he did not believe in. He went all-in behind the Kennedy campaign 

because he believed political advocacy, using his writings to support the ascendancy of a 
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strong leader he agreed with, was the best way of reaching the greatest number of people and 

propagating the ideas he believed in. Schlesinger then left the White House not only because 

of JFK’s assassination, but also because he saw his subsequent position as an independent, 

publicly accessible, liberal writer to have more potential influence on both the leaders of 

society and the public.  

Schlesinger as Historian 

 Schlesinger may be better remembered today as an intellectual and political figure, 

but he began his career as a traditionally-minded historian who shied away from open 

political activism. Schlesinger’s path to becoming a prominent historian seemed clear from 

an early age. He was born in Columbus, Ohio, to his historian father of German-Jewish roots 

and his mother, Elizabeth Bancroft, who was said to be descended from the famous historian 

George Bancroft.
112

 Schlesinger quickly moved through grade school, attending the 

celebrated Phillips Exeter academy at age fourteen and graduating at seventeen. Schlesinger 

then attended Harvard College in 1934. He soon began work on what would become his first 

book, and rejected requests to join the Communist Party or Popular Front organizations on 

campus, arguing that these “pseudo-political” organizations took time away from his 

intellectual pursuits.
113

  

Schlesinger’s early influences as a historian encouraged his rejection of activism and 

his focus on academic writings. He studied at Harvard under Perry Miller, a famed historian 
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who avoided most of the major political issues of his time.
114

 Schlesinger also started writing 

in similar circumstances to his father. Arthur Schlesinger Sr., a prolific historian and pioneer 

of social history, often wrote books and articles about hot-button political issues such as the 

rights of women and the lives of the urban poor. But with few exceptions, Schlesinger Sr. did 

not translate this groundbreaking work into political activism or organizations. At one point, 

upon hearing that a student wanted to defend Sacco and Vanzetti, Schlesinger Sr. said, “’I 

only teach social history, but you will be helping to make it.’”
115

 In a 1968 letter to British 

scholar Marcus Cunliffe, Schlesinger Jr. acknowledged this lack of activism in his father’s 

career and how it contrasted with the eventual arc of his own career. Schlesinger Jr. argued 

that he “was always less detached and judicious than [Schlesinger Sr.], more eager for 

commitment and combat.”
116

  

 Instead of public engagement and activism through history, Schlesinger initially 

focused on writing within the historical profession to advance his ideas. His first book, 

Orestes Brownson: A Pilgrim’s Progress, was published in 1940 when he was just 23. This 

text, an obscure one at the time of its release, clearly showed sympathy to the antebellum 

radical who wrote on behalf of labor and against “surviving forms of inequality.”
117

 

Schlesinger followed his first book with another, The Age of Jackson, in 1944. A winner of 
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the Pulitzer Prize, The Age of Jackson hardly dealt with Andrew Jackson at all. Instead, the 

text argued that the age should be understood as one defined by an intellectual movement. 

That intellectual movement was liberal, even radical, and centered in eastern cities with 

figures such as Brownson, George Bancroft, and William Cullen Bryant. Schlesinger’s text 

praised these figures and their efforts, arguing that they were early advocates for labor unions 

and for government regulations that would be enacted a century later in the New Deal.  

 At this time, the genesis of his career as a writer and scholar, Schlesinger formulated 

his earliest support for New Deal liberalism. One of these tenets of New Deal liberalism that 

Schlesinger supported was greater government involvement in the economy. Schlesinger 

spent a considerable amount of time in The Age of Jackson discussing Martin van Buren’s 

Subtreasury Plan. This ultimately disastrous plan, which called for the government to accept 

payments in specie and not bank notes, had three ends according to Schlesinger. These goals 

were “the diminution of periodic economic crises; the destruction of irresponsible 

sovereignties within the political state; and the prevention of a moneyed aristocracy.”
118

 This 

effort, during the grips of the 1837 depression, also rejected the idea that “the business class” 

had “a proprietary right to government favor.” In an uncanny echoing of Franklin 

Roosevelt’s rhetoric almost 100 years later, Schlesinger then quoted van Buren’s argument 

that “the democratically elected government must have control over the business community, 

for this may be the only way to safeguard the life, liberty and property of the humble 

members of society.”
119

  

                                                 
118

 Arthur M Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Jackson (Boston: Little, Brown, 1945), 239. 

119
 Ibid., 241. 



55 

 

The “second great service” of the van Buren administration, in Schlesinger’s words, 

was the president’s executive order establishing a ten-hour day for federal works. This law 

improved the lives of workers and tightened the labor market. The legislation also presaged 

later laws passed during the New Deal (the Wagner Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act) that 

Schlesinger favored. As an early predecessor, van Buren’s relatively limited action still 

prompted Schlesinger’s praise. He described it as an “unmistakable declaration that the 

people’s government would act on behalf of the people as freely as in the past the capitalists’ 

government had acted on behalf of the capitalists.”
120

  

 In addition to using a history of the Jacksonian Age to argue for his political ideals, 

Schlesinger also argued for his approach to history. His early life, of course, was shaped by 

his father the social historian, but Schlesinger’s early books focused more on intellectual and 

political history. Schlesinger defended his approach to a certain degree in a 1944 review of 

Alice Felt Tyler’s Freedom’s Ferment in the New England Quarterly. Schlesinger took the 

opportunity in his review to not only critique the book but also to question the nature of 

social history writing in the mid-twentieth century. He spent a limited amount of space 

praising Tyler’s method, noting that she had done well with her research, and that her work 

should be considered a key example of the social history canon. But Schlesinger’s main 

criticism was with the social history canon itself, and the idea of writing the history of a 

period by looking only at social movements. These movements included Fourierism, 

temperance, free love, Mormonism, and many other reforms, which were added and removed 

                                                 
120

 Ibid., 265. 



56 

 

from the list in Tyler’s case because they “express… the ferment of freedom.”
121

 Schlesinger 

further criticized social historians for assuming the “natural superiority of Protestant 

liberalism…,” “the natural superiority of Jeffersonianism…,” and the “assumption of the 

superiority of almost every kind of marginal reform…”
122

  

 Schlesinger could not accept the idea that one can explain a historical period by 

looking only at social movements and reformers and ignoring political leaders. For instance, 

Tyler attempted to explain the Jacksonian Age but ignored Francis P. Blair, Andrew Jackson, 

Thomas Hart Benton, William Leggett, and others who Schlesinger had argued were 

important to the period in his earlier books. Tyler also neglected political events, with 

Schlesinger remarking that to Tyler, “1840 is the year of the Chardon Street Convention, not 

of Tippecanoe and Tyler too.”
123

 Here, Schlesinger made the inevitable connection to the 

New Deal. He wrote, “the imprisonment for debt campaign is described without mentioning 

Richard M. Johnson—a feat comparable to the description of the agitation for TVA without 

mentioning George Norris.”
124

  

Schlesinger as Public Intellectual 

 The next phase of his career saw Schlesinger eschew the role of a historian to become 

more of a public intellectual. Working off of his experience during the Second World War in 

the Office of Strategic Services, Schlesinger proposed and then wrote a Life magazine article 
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in 1946 entitled “The U.S. Communist Party.” In this article, Schlesinger used a non-

academic forum to argue for his conception of liberalism. The purpose of the article was 

ostensibly to describe the American Communist Party utilizing the many glossy photographs 

that were a staple of every issue of Life magazine. But Schlesinger wanted to do more than 

simply describe the party’s structure, discuss its leaders, or reveal how many Communists 

were reported to be in different branches of government. He also wanted to connect all of this 

information to a more relevant point: how the Communist Party could either help or hurt the 

cause of the American Left. In order to better understand this connection between the 

Communists and the Left, Schlesinger focused closely in his article on the controversy over 

Earl Browder. Browder led the Communist Party for 15 years, and presided over many 

changes in party policy during the Spanish Civil War and the Second World War. By the end 

of the war, Browder had transformed the party into a movement Schlesinger supported. 

Browder, Schlesinger argued, had a “vision of an Americanized Communist party working 

with its fellow American parties to solve the urgent questions facing the nation.” Instead of 

focusing on violent revolution, Browder’s party held out hope that “that progressive 

capitalism, to save itself, would embark on policies favorable to the workers at home and the 

Soviet Union abroad.”
125

  

The party did not stay this way, however. Ostensibly due to Soviet pressure, in 1946 

the American Communist Party ousted Browder, clamped down on dissent, and focused on 

espionage and propaganda unquestionably supporting the Soviet Union. These activities led 

Schlesinger to reject the party and its influence in American institutions. But Schlesinger 
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rejected the Communists not merely for being a secretive and disingenuous institution in 

American society. Nor was Schlesinger necessarily convinced that the Communists were a 

systemic or existential threat to the United States, since they had clearly shown they would 

support American interests when they coincided with Soviet ones.
126

  

Rather, the key reason for Schlesinger’s rejection of the Communist Party was the 

need to preserve the other parties of the American Left. Schlesinger alleged that in 1946, 

“Communists are engaged in a massive attack on the moral fabric of the American left.” 

Indeed, the Communists were “no menace to the right in the U.S.”
127

 Their actions 

immobilized the Left, often connecting left-leaning domestic policies (civil rights, workers’ 

rights, etc.) to support for the Soviet Union, and decrying any liberal who did not absolutely 

support the Soviets as a “proto-fascist” and a “Red-baiter.” These techniques prevented the 

Left from uniting and taking steps to solve the economic and social issues that plagued 

modern society. Schlesinger’s stated goal, therefore, was not to ban or destroy the 

Communist Party, but to make it irrelevant in national politics, on the level of the 

“Buchmanites and the Holy Rollers,” so it could no longer harm the prospects of the Left in 

this country.
128

  

 Scholars such as Richard Pells, Christopher Lasch, and Peter Novick have used the 

term “Cold War liberalism” to emphasize the shift that numerous figures like Schlesinger 

made between the mid and late 1940s. According to these historians, Cold War liberals 
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changed their viewpoints and attitudes about American society and capitalism in order to 

help shield themselves from being labeled Communists. This desire to fight the label of 

Communism was why liberals had to start talking more and more about what made America 

a wonderful place to live in and what made the nation successful. The unique aspects of 

American history, ideology, and the American economy helped create an “affluent society” 

that had solved many of the country’s problems and would solve the rest of them in due 

course. If America looked to be weak or in decline, the Soviets would have a propaganda 

coup that would embolden Communist revolutionaries around the world and Communist 

sympathizers at home. Pells, Howard Zinn, and others argue that the Communist threat in 

this country was overblown, and that anti-communist regimes around the world were no 

more humane than their Communist enemies.
129

 Therefore, the Cold War liberals were 

portrayed as overzealous at best and oppressive, pseudo-McCarthyites at worst, seeing 

Communists around every corner and doing anything, including curbing civil liberties, to 

stop them. 

 Several historians classify Schlesinger’s work in the late 1940s and beyond, 

especially 1949s The Vital Center, as a leading example of Cold War liberalism. According 

to Novick, Schlesinger ended up supporting the “robber barons” and the tenets of capitalism 

primarily to defend the country’s economy and history from Communist critique. In 

American Historical Explanations, Gene Wise reinforced this notion by contrasting The Vital 

Center with The Age of Jackson. While the earlier text strongly endorsed New Deal 
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liberalism against conservatism, Wise believed that The Vital Center tacitly supported 

conservatism and clearly identified Fascism and Communism as “the liberals’ real 

enemy.”
130

  

In a different vein, Richard Pells argued that Schlesinger’s views in the late 1940s 

departed from earlier New Deal liberalism in their fatalism and roots in theology. Pells 

insisted that Schlesinger now believed that the cure for America’s remaining problems could 

not be achieved in the expansion of the welfare state or in more governmental control of the 

economy, but instead in the acknowledgment that individuals needed to reform and purify the 

ugly tendencies within themselves, thus saving society by extension. Pells argued that 

Schlesinger believed that “the optimistic faith in progress and perfectibility must be 

abandoned,” and that “in order to understand the destructive impulses of mankind, [the 

people] needed to recall the ‘old and chastening truths of Christianity.’”
131

  

These interpretations of Schlesinger’s post-1946 career point to a vast shift in his 

views from a belief in Franklin Roosevelt’s policies, the growth of labor unions, and the 

critique of bankers that defined Schlesinger’s writings earlier in the 1940s. However, there 

are numerous problems with this attempt to portray Schlesinger as having radically different 

views in the late 1940s than earlier in the decade. Throughout The Vital Center, he referred 

numerous times to the importance of liberal reforms and policies. He upheld “liberal 

radicalism,” which he defined as an approach to politics focused on “bold and imaginative 
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action,” guided by a “reasonable responsibility about politics and a moderate pessimism 

about man.” This “bold and imaginative action” would not stop at the Fair Deal, considered 

the bellwether for liberalism in the late 1940s, or even at the abolishment of industrial 

inheritance.
132

 Schlesinger also supported Socialism throughout Europe in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s. For example, Schlesinger supported Britain’s Labor Party, which introduced the 

National Health Service and nationalized its coal and steel industries in the late 1940s.
133

  

Schlesinger also directly dismissed conservatives and right-leaning individuals both 

from his time period and from the past. Schlesinger argued that capitalism, the great animator 

of conservative thought, was in the process of committing suicide. He wrote that “the 

capitalist system ha[d] begun to destroy the psychological interest in its own survival.”
134

 

These critiques led several contemporaneous reviewers to label Schlesinger a consistent 

liberal, not a Cold Warrior. They castigated Schlesinger for his steadfast rejection of 

conservativism and businessmen, along with his attachment (or at least his refusal to reject) 

Marxist arguments or socialist reforms like the British welfare state.
135

 One reviewer saw 

little difference in Schlesinger’s New Deal liberalism from The Age of Jackson to The Vital 

Center.
136
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 While Schlesinger’s conception of New Deal liberalism did not fundamentally change 

over the 1940s, what did change was his approach to propagating those views. Schlesinger 

made the shift during this period into a politically-connected public intellectual. His 

prominent article “The U.S. Communist Party,” Schlesinger’s defense of liberalism against 

Communism in the United States, was first published in Life magazine, one of the most 

popular publications in the country. He followed this article with numerous other articles in 

the 1940s in non-scholarly publications including: The American Mercury; The Atlantic 

Monthly; The Nation; Saturday Evening Post; Saturday Review; and Time magazine. 

Schlesinger also played a role in the founding of Americans for Democratic Action, an 

organization that published numerous articles targeted to policymakers and the public. In 

addition to publications, the ADA held conferences that brought together liberal activists and 

advocated for policies that would undermine Communists both in the United States and 

abroad, such as the Marshall Plan and the expansion of civil rights. The ADA also advocated 

on behalf of politicians like Harry Truman, whom Schlesinger advised and wrote speeches 

for around the time of his 1948 presidential campaign. As part of ADA and another group, 

the Congress for Cultural Freedom, Schlesinger’s served as a liaison to Western Europe. He 

was there to aid the development of the non-Communist Left and to exchange ideas with 

Socialist and Social Democratic thinkers such as the influential French sociologist Raymond 

Aron. With all this international travel, Schlesinger did not publish a major historical study 

between 1944 and 1956, The Vital Center being more a discussion of contemporary 

liberalism. 
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 The goal of these public activities was clear: advancing the policies of New Deal 

liberalism. Schlesinger wrote and advocated for the organizations and causes that he believed 

would sustain and enhance New Deal policies, such as greater government involvement in 

health care and the repeal of the Taft-Hartley Act. He also wanted to advocate for politicians 

and political movements that were most likely to enact these policies. For instance, part of 

the reason why Schlesinger wrote The Vital Center was the challenge of Henry Wallace’s 

1948 Progressive Party campaign to Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Truman. Schlesinger saw 

Wallace’s movement as sympathetic to Communism, an ideology New Deal liberals had 

been fighting since the early 1930s. But Wallace also helped to split the political allegiance 

of liberals in this country. By arguing against Wallace’s candidacy and future ones that might 

emulate its insurgent, Communist-friendly nature, Schlesinger believed he was ensuring 

better electoral prospects for future liberal candidates. 

 The same logic drove Schlesinger’s involvement in the ADA and the Congress for 

Cultural Freedom. The Congress, in particular, was key to Schlesinger’s belief that historical 

and political writings were not enough to advance the New Deal’s liberal legacy. American 

liberalism needed to use its prominence in the public sphere to fight the influence of 

tyrannical, totalitarian Communism. But Schlesinger never supported campaigns to unseat 

liberal politicians who appeared too “cozy” with Communism, such as the 1950 “Red 

Pepper” campaign against Claude Pepper of Florida. He also drew a line against those he saw 

as too focused on fighting Communism. This tension contributed to a number of awkward 

moments during Schlesinger’s time with the Congress. In a strongly worded letter to 

Vladimir Nabokov from June 18, 1951, just a year after the Congress’s founding and three 
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years before Joseph McCarthy’s censure by the Senate, Schlesinger describes a recent 

Congress forum that he attended with other prominent members like Diane Trilling and 

Sidney Hook. At the forum, Schlesinger wrote that he said, “some ex-Coms are good, some 

were bad, it was [an] individual matter, etc.” As a result, Schlesinger received “a ghastly 

silence,” a rebuke from Hook, and an incident where a woman hissed at him and accused him 

of having “’a foot on either side of the fence.’” Schlesinger ends his letter by declaring that 

the Congress had been taken over by anti-Communist zealots and that it had become “an 

instrument for these bastards.”
137

  

Schlesinger drew this line again in another letter from early 1955, only four months 

after McCarthy’s censure. Writing to novelist James Farrell, he complains of the Congress’s 

focus on Communism and its treatment of fellow travelers and ex-Communists. He wrote, “I 

doubt very much whether Communism can be plausibly considered the central and 

overriding enemy of cultural freedom within the United States today.”
138

 The Congress had 

continued a long-running pattern of using its power and prominence not to promote 

liberalism or the cause of cultural freedom, but to strike out against enemies when they were 

not repentant enough about their former Communist leanings. But more importantly to 

Schlesinger, the Congress had also just added two new arch-conservatives to its membership 

roles: leading Republican senator Alexander Wiley, and McCarthy confidant Robert 

                                                 
137

 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., to Vladimir Nabokov, June 18, 1951, Box 4, Folder 3, Arthur M. 

Schlesinger, Jr., Papers, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library. 

138
 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., to James Farrell, March 14, 1955, Box 4, Folder 3, Arthur M. 

Schlesinger, Jr., Papers, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library. 



65 

 

Morris.
139

 Schlesinger protested vehemently, as the Committee appeared to be fully rejecting 

any attachment to liberalism in order to bolster its anti-Communist efforts and reputation.  

This tension between Schlesinger and hardline anti-Communists eventually resulted 

in his resignation from the Congress for Cultural Freedom, a move which occurred not in 

1979, as New Left critic Paul Buhle argued in 2016, but in 1956 after several years of protest 

over its militancy against Communism.
140

 In his resignation letter, Schlesinger specifically 

mentions that the anti-Communist stance of the Congress had made it seem as though 

Americans had a “rigid, hysterical, one-track fear of Communism.”
141

 He supported anti-

Communist measures not simply to reduce Communist influence in society or support 

idealized “American values,” but also to ease the way for liberal politicians and politics to 

succeed in America. 

 The nature of Schlesinger’s career shift in the 1940s, a consistency of political ideas 

combined with a shift in public approach, repeated itself at the end of the 1950s. Schlesinger 

more and more wanted to be part of a president’s team. This shift in focus first became 

evident in his writing. Schlesinger started to focus much more on the importance of 

leadership. After resigning from the Congress for Cultural Freedom, Schlesinger began to 

write a history of politics and ideas that became his Age of Roosevelt trilogy, starting with the 

Bancroft Prize-winning The Crisis of the Old Order in 1957. This trilogy has often been 
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compared to The Age of Jackson, but with one critical difference: while The Age of Jackson 

hardly talks about Andrew Jackson himself, The Age of Roosevelt constantly discusses 

Franklin Roosevelt and his influence on the crafting of the New Deal.  

In the second volume, The Coming of the New Deal, Schlesinger described 

Roosevelt’s administrative style. He wrote that Roosevelt, “clearly felt that both the dignity 

of his office and the coherence of his administration required that the key decisions be made 

by him, and not by others before him.”
142

 Roosevelt would use his “mastery of detail” and his 

“specific knowledge of the geography, topography, and people of the nation” to make his 

decisions.
143

 His show of “acute personal concern and sympathy” towards workers helped 

him win the support of labor and the labor vote.
144

 Along with these traits and personal 

actions, Schlesinger also put Roosevelt at the center of many of his most important policies. 

In the deliberations that led to the National Recovery Administration (NRA), two teams drew 

up similar but competing versions of the NRA legislation. Roosevelt listened to both sides 

and “issued the familiar order that the group lock itself in a room until it could come out with 

a single proposal.”
145

 A dispute between the Public Works Administration and the Works 

Progress Administration was resolved not by the bickering of the Brain Trust, but by 
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Roosevelt’s decisive action. Roosevelt expressed his “determination to employ as many men 

as possible from relief rolls with as little as possible cost per man.”
146

  

Schlesinger made similar arguments in a 1960 article, On Heroic Leadership. In this 

essay, Schlesinger focused as much on theory as he did on particular leaders. Earlier 

conceptions of democracy, he argued, resulted in “anti-leadership formulations of the 

democratic position.”
147

 Writers like Locke and Rousseau focused so much on tyranny and 

dictatorship that they neglected the key role that heroic, charismatic leadership could play in 

the foundation of democracy. But in many instances, Schlesinger believed that leadership 

played a key role. Strong leaders could help create a state, save it from emergencies, and 

allow it to reach its full potential. Schlesinger ended the piece by declaring that the full 

understanding of the importance of leadership in democracy will put democracies “in a better 

position to judge the pretensions of heroic leaders, and it will probably experience far less 

need for them.”
148

  

The 1960 Election and a Shift in Allegiance 

From The Age of Roosevelt and On Heroic Leadership, Schlesinger’s move towards 

leadership was clear. It was no longer enough for a presidential candidate to be a powerful, 

witty intellectual like Stevenson. A new leader had to move past advocating for democratic 

institutions and Lockean principles of government and take active steps to lead and reform 

society. This shift was part of the reason why in 1960, Schlesinger moved away from 

                                                 
146

 Ibid., 349. 

147
 Schlesinger, Jr., The Politics of Hope, 25. 

148
 Ibid., 36. 



68 

 

Stevenson and attached himself to another politician, John F. Kennedy, in a way that he 

never had before. He wrote a book, Kennedy or Nixon: What Difference Does It Make?, in 

which he spelled out the case for the Kennedy candidacy. In writing this short book, 

Schlesinger spent a considerable amount of time not only praising Kennedy but also 

criticizing Richard Nixon. He castigated that candidate on policy grounds for his refusal to 

support federal aid to teachers, his calls for regressive tax cuts, and his rejection of increased 

Social Security spending.
149

 Schlesinger also attacked Nixon as a spineless, feckless 

politician, one who fought for no consistent principles and had “no ideas, only methods.”
150

  

For the rest of the book, though, Schlesinger articulated a clear, coherent case for the 

Kennedy presidency, one that served as a culmination of his earlier arguments about 

Roosevelt and other leaders. Schlesinger did not profess an absolute love for the candidate’s 

personality or his policies, calling him “cerebral” and giving a tepid critique of his refusal to 

denounce McCarthy in the 1950s.
151

 But he did support many of the candidate’s policies and 

actions after 1953. Schlesinger noted how Kennedy called for the independence of countries 

in French Indochina in the early 1950s and Algeria in 1957.
152

 Kennedy also supported 

investments in education, public services, and more power for labor unions.
153

 In addition, he 

took these positions as a man who, like Franklin Roosevelt, “is not precisely an intellectual 
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himself, but… can enjoy the company of intellectuals with perfect confidence in his capacity 

to hold his own.”
154

  

Many of Kennedy’s policies, and their connection to a man who presented himself as 

an intellectual, echoed Schlesinger’s support of Adlai Stevenson from the 1950s. However, 

Kennedy’s central appeal to Schlesinger was his capacity for leadership. In Kennedy or 

Nixon, Schlesinger identified Kennedy as the kind of leader who thought ahead and explored 

issues well before their time.
155

 Kennedy would, according to Schlesinger, use his skills to 

“put American idealism to work” and use “popular consent, intellectual vitality, and strong 

Presidential leadership” to solve the country’s problems.
156

  

Schlesinger never took such a strong, public stand for any other politicians or 

presidential candidate before or after. While he did have a close connection to Adlai 

Stevenson and supported the candidate for many years, his arguments for Stevenson and his 

candidacy never focused on the Illinois governor’s capacity for leadership. Schlesinger never 

wrote a campaign book for Stevenson, confining his role to that of advisor and speechwriter. 

Schlesinger also critiqued Stevenson numerous times in his private Journals for the 

candidate’s conservativism, aloof nature, and failures of leadership in the campaign.
157

 Right 

before the 1952 election, Schlesinger remarked, “The Governor has persuaded people; he has 
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not excited them.”
158

 The reservations that Schlesinger always held about Stevenson were not 

present with Kennedy, who he believed embodied strong, liberal leadership. Schlesinger said 

just as much in a note in his Journals right after he began to support Kennedy. Schlesinger 

argued that “the exercise of power does present a problem for [Stevenson.] Kennedy, on the 

other hand, is like FDR… He takes power in stride… In Jack Kennedy the will to victory and 

the will to command are both plain and visible.”
159

  

A New Epoch of Power 

Another major difference between the Schlesinger of 1960 and the Schlesinger of the 

previous two decades was what happened after Kennedy won the election. Unlike after 

Truman’s election or the election of any number of senators or governors that he had 

supported, Schlesinger actively lobbied for a role in the new administration. He happily took 

a position as special advisor to the President and, rather surprisingly to him, soon became an 

official advisor on Latin American affairs.
160

 Here, Schlesinger reached the zenith of his 

political influence: a position where he could actively use his historical and political 

knowledge to advise the president in a realm where the president could act almost 

unilaterally. In this position, Schlesinger contributed to numerous policy debates and 

discussions on highly sensitive, classified materials. The most famous and important of these 

was the debate on the Bay of Pigs invasion. In A Thousand Days, Schlesinger tells of a 

moment when he personally confronted the president and told him not to go through with the 
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invasion. He made an argument centered not on an anti-interventionist mindset, but rather on 

the plausibility of the invasion and the effect it might have on the country and the president 

himself. Schlesinger wrote that he was greatly disturbed by watching advisers “contentedly 

prepare to sacrifice the world’s growing faith in the new American President in order to 

defend interests and pursue objectives of their own.”
161

 The fact that the president personally 

called Schlesinger over and asked him his private opinion of the invasion was much more 

important than the fact that the president ended up not following that opinion. As a figure 

who wanted to both write about and shape history, Schlesinger’s position in the early 1960s 

was the culmination of decades of effort. 

 This connection to the Kennedys’ is one of the best-known facets of Schlesinger’s 

life. His memoirs of the Kennedy administration, A Thousand Days, was one of the ten best-

selling non-fiction books of 1965. He appeared on Meet the Press to promote the book and 

also had it turned into a two-part documentary as part of the NBC White Paper series. 

Schlesinger’s connection to the Kennedys has certainly been a point of debate about the 

historian’s legacy, from sympathetic figures like Marcus Cuncliffe to critics like Novick. He 

has been derided for allowing his personal feelings about John F. Kennedy and Robert 

Kennedy to influence his accounts of their lives and their history.  

 The Kennedy connection was also a key part of Depoe’s argument about the driving 

forces behind Schlesinger’s career. In Depoe’s analysis, Schlesinger made his shift towards 

leadership simply as part of the recognition that by the late 1950s, there was a “’wholly 
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natural and predictable expression’ of the tides of American politics;” the conservative tide 

was ebbing while the liberal one was growing.
162

 Kennedy was simply the leader in the right 

time and place who would step in and lead an “’acute intellectual revolt’” that would restore 

liberalism as the guiding force in American politics, and Schlesinger joined the Kennedy 

administration to become part of this new movement.
163

 Those who do not focus on 

Schlesinger’s own “cyclical theory” sometimes cite the Harvard connection between 

Schlesinger and Kennedy, or Kennedy’s ability to flatter Schlesinger and appeal to him 

personally, as the reason for the historian’s unique role in the White House. These theories 

can also explain why Schlesinger did not continue on as a long-term advisor to the new 

Johnson administration. Depoe did not analyze Schlesinger’s resignation in-depth, but he did 

focus on the symbol of Kennedy’s assassination and Schlesinger’s belief in a weakening of 

the liberal tide following Kennedy’s death.
164

 Believers in the “personal theory” could easily 

cite the long history of antagonism between Schlesinger and Johnson, and Schlesinger’s 

frequent critiques of Johnson’s domineering approach to life and politics, including the way 

Johnson humiliated his advisors and saw them as “instruments of his own desires.”
165

  

Walter Lippmann: Intellectual Archetype 

 But all these explanations fail to take into consideration Schlesinger’s personal 

ambition and his nature as a public intellectual. Schlesinger’s thoughts on public intellectuals 
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were best distilled in his 1959 analysis of Walter Lippmann. Lippmann was a close associate 

of Schlesinger and somewhat of an idol. Schlesinger’s article on Lippmann helps to provide a 

blueprint for the greater arc of Schlesinger’s career during this period. Schlesinger began his 

article with an outline of Lippmann’s life and education. Lippmann started his career at 

Harvard studying under the philosophers George Santayana and William James. He soon 

became an adherent to Socialism and took a job advising the new Socialist mayor in 

Schenectady, New York. His experience in Schenectady disillusioned him from the prospect 

of working closely as an advisor to a political leader. On Lippmann’s time in Schenectady, 

Schlesinger wrote that, “Petty vexations piled up into mountains; distracting details scattered 

the attention and broke up thinking… ‘misunderstanding and distortion dried up the 

imagination.’”
166

  

Lippmann then went on to write several books describing the ways in which public 

intellectuals should guide society and the roles they needed to fill. The ideal position for the 

intellectual shifted numerous times. Early on in his career, Lippmann argued for the public 

intellectual as a kind of intermediary between the statesman and the people, a figure who 

would be able to help inform the statesmen as to “the anticipation of social wants, the 

invention of new forms, the preparation for new growths.”
167

 Lippmann’s approach to 

intellectuals shifted to one where the intellectual had a technocratic role. This role resembled 

a machine, where the intellectual impartially processed facts and delivered them to statesmen 
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so that they could make the most rational decisions about how to run society.
168

 Finally, 

Lippmann shifted again in the 1950s to argue a position Schlesinger critiqued as 

conservative: that the intellectual in society undermined democracy. Throughout this entire 

period, Lippmann’s career shifted numerous times as well. After Schenectady, he began 

writing for the nascent New Republic and then took a job with the Army working intelligence 

in France. He helped draft the Fourteen Points speech in 1919 and soon began a newspaper 

column, Today and Tomorrow, which would become one of the most influential in the 

country. Lippmann continued to write for this column for almost 50 years before his 

retirement in 1967. 

Schlesinger followed this development of Lippmann’s career closely and did not 

hesitate to shower praise on the experienced intellectual. He did examine Lippmann’s 

numerous shifts and the ways in which one phase of Lippmann’s career can be considered 

inconsistent with latter phases. However, he curiously did not see them as being ideologically 

problematic, even when the Lippmann of the 1910s contrasts so sharply with the Lippmann 

of 1925. Schlesinger refrained from critiquing such leaps in logic because they served as the 

template for Schlesinger’s own career changes from the 1940s up through the 1960s.  

Lippmann changed his approach to being an intellectual because he wanted to try and 

find the best way to influence society in a positive direction. Schlesinger had the same ideas 

and made the same decisions, but with one significant difference evident in his article on 

Lippmann. Schlesinger’s main critique of Lippmann was that the latter veered in a much too 
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conservative direction and was too critical of American democracy.
169

 Instead of Lippmann’s 

shift in career and thought that eventually took him to the right, Schlesinger changed his roles 

in society to best articulate and implement his approaches to liberalism.  

By connecting Schlesinger to Lippmann, one can see parallels between Schlesinger’s 

time in Washington and Lippmann’s time in Schenectady. In contrast to his original 

excitement about the position, Schlesinger remarked numerous times about his unhappiness 

in the White House and his feelings that he has an inadequate level of influence. For instance, 

in August of 1961, he critiqued one of the tasks the President had assigned him. He wrote, “I 

am good at political subjects… I am much less good [at economic subjects]… When it comes 

to developing programs for… the United Nations, I am really not much good at all. My 

present assignment therefore is not precisely congenial.”
170

  

Schlesinger sometimes felt constrained in what he could say as well, not wanting to 

engage politically and argue liberal points in public because it might reflect poorly on the 

administration as a whole.
171

 The press made him the target of numerous attacks, which at 

one point in June of 1962 pushed him to send a memo to Kennedy saying he would be “glad 

to resign at any time.”
172

 Schlesinger also critiqued Kennedy on numerous occasions, 

particularly when the President lashed out against The New York Times for criticizing him, or 

when Kennedy appeased business leaders numerous times during the first eighteen months of 
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his administration. Schlesinger agreed with many of the Times’ criticisms and wrote with 

dismay on Kennedy’s need to “propitiate business and yield to its particular prejudices.”
173

 

These stressful experiences most likely contributed to Schlesinger’s declaration in April of 

1963, seven months before Kennedy’s assassination, that “the time is approaching for me to 

cut loose and return to historical labors.”
174

  

These examples help show that Schlesinger’s discontent with his place in the halls of 

power did not begin with Kennedy’s assassination. In fact, they grew throughout his time 

with the administration and had reached a head in the months before the assassination. The 

new administration that came in with Johnson should have been Schlesinger’s ideal, with its 

focus on robust liberal legislation, its attention to civil rights, and its commitment to 

bypassing an intransigent Congress. However, Schlesinger knew that he would face the 

same, if not more problems and constraints than he faced with Kennedy, and so he did like 

Lippmann and resigned from the president’s staff.  

 When analyzing Schlesinger’s career during the rest of the 1960s, the scholarly 

consensus has been that little changed. Schlesinger remained closely connected to politicians 

and political campaigns, but he would never again write a political tract like Kennedy or 

Nixon. His commentary around elections was relegated to editorials, letters, and speeches, 

even in 1968 and 1980, when two of John Kennedy’s brothers were running for president. He 

most certainly did play a role in their campaigns, but he did not offer to join their senatorial 

staffs or become official advisors in any capacity. While we can never know what exactly 
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Schlesinger would have done if Robert Kennedy had been elected President in 1968, 

Schlesinger may have remained skeptical about returning to a Kennedy administration.  

The “New Politics” and Beyond 

 Schlesinger’s career did change in the late 1960s, however. In some ways, he started 

to shift away from the tenets of New Deal liberalism. This shift became evident in his book 

The Crisis of Confidence, published in 1969. The book focused mainly on the present 

political landscape like The Vital Center, but it had a different purpose. Previously, 

Schlesinger had stayed almost entirely in the framework of New Deal liberalism, but his 

arguments in The Crisis of Confidence rendered many ideas of New Deal liberalism, such as 

an ambivalence towards political machines and a lack of focus on civil rights issues, 

obsolete.  

Schlesinger noted many times in this text that there was a “crisis” in New Deal 

liberalism, the system he had often supported in the past. He argued that this system 

permitted the systematic oppression of African Americans and minorities on a massive scale. 

The country that Schlesinger had extolled in The Vital Center had become one that “began… 

as a people who killed red men and enslaved black men.”
175

 The enslavement of African 

Americans was a “permanent… weight on the American conscience,” and the problem that 

led to the “institutionalization of violence” in American society.
176

 This national climate of 

violence spread far beyond the particulars of the slave system and into the greater society. By 
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the 1960s, violence had spread to those groups who had previously been oppressed. When it 

came to violence among the oppressed, Schlesinger made a surprisingly sympathetic 

argument toward those committing such acts against American society in the 1960s. He 

argued, “collective violence may sometimes force a society to do things which it should have 

done long since but which it has lacked the intelligence, decency or will to do.”
177

  

This society based in the politics of the New Deal, the society Schlesinger had 

believed in so earnestly in 1949, was clearly flawed in the way it treated its minorities and 

lower classes. But Schlesinger did not stop there. He continued to reject many of the other, 

earlier tenets of New Deal liberalism that he had previously supported. The political 

machines that helped to smooth the fight for reform in the Age of Jackson and the Age of 

Roosevelt became the enemies, violently beating down young protestors and defeating their 

candidate at the Democratic National Convention of 1968. It no longer mattered what 

Chicago Mayor Richard Daley did to elect Democrats or to aid the legacy of the New Deal. 

The same held true of labor unions, who could “no longer reliably deliver a labor vote.”
178

  

But the problem went further. Schlesinger argued that the most basic political 

assumption of the New Deal was no longer relevant by 1968. That assumption was the 

concept of “quantitative liberalism.”
179

 Quantitative liberalism helped meet “the elemental 

needs of the American people—a job, a suit of clothing, three meals a day, a roof over one’s 
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head and a measure of security for old age.”
180

 The New Deal created programs and 

institutions that helped many people meet those needs. Yet poor people still remained, but 

they were too “demoralized” to base a political campaign around. Therefore, politics moved 

on to “qualitative” problems, like “civil rights, civil liberties, education, the humanization of 

our cities, the relationship between life and environment, the state of the arts.”
181

 The 

institutions of the New Deal, which Schlesinger had vigorously supported for decades, were 

oriented towards winning more reforms, social programs, and funding for their constituencies 

(labor, farm workers, ethnic minorities, etc.). They simply could not solve the qualitative 

problems of society that were becoming more and more relevant by 1968. 

Instead, Schlesinger argued for another approach, one that fits with Alan Brinkley’s 

definition of rights-based liberalism. According to Brinkley, rights-based liberalism was an 

approach that still professed a belief in “generous programs of social insurance and public 

welfare,” but focused much more on “civil rights to [groups]… previously excluded from the 

mainstream of American life” and “personal liberty and individual freedom for everyone.”
182

 

While Schlesinger used the term “New Politics,” it was an elaborated version of the same 

idea. The New Politics would be focused on personal participation instead of the ossified, 

unresponsive institutions such as corrupt machines and unions that characterized the “Old 

Politics” of New Deal liberalism.
183

 This bypassing of old-fashioned institutions (which help 
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push policies in a more conservative direction, in many instances) would encourage activists 

and organizers to introduce their ideas and “make the party system recognize them, take 

account of them and move to meet them.”
184

  

And what would be those issues that the New Politics (and, by extension, 

Schlesinger) would fight for? In many ways, Schlesinger’s platform for the New Politics 

mimicked many of the policy proposals of the New Left wedded to a continuing belief in a 

strong presidency. It used strong, presidential leadership to serve as the “active protector of 

the alienated groups, the tribune of the disinherited and the dispossessed… the active 

champion both of racial justice and civil peace…”
185

 Schlesinger made many other 

arguments that suggested he had listened to, and began to agree with New Left views. He 

sided with New Left student activists on black studies programs, reforming student roles in 

school administration, and even relaxing sexual mores.
186

 At one point, he acknowledged that 

the New Politics and the New Left were quite similar, so similar in fact that they were 

“occasionally confused” and that some people oscillated back and forth between the two.
187

   

The major difference, according to Schlesinger, was with tactics and structural 

changes. In order to accomplish the many similar goals of the New Left and the New Politics, 

the Left needed a strong presidency and a strong, able central government. The strong 

president would help to create new organizations and institutions staffed by local citizens and 
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activists but funded and directed by the federal government, as opposed to the more 

decentralized approach of the New Left.
188

 Schlesinger also wanted an active president who 

had more leeway to push his bills through Congress, instead of a “passive” president who 

avoided dictating policies to the legislature and the people.
189

  

In addition, Schlesinger wanted a political system that allowed the federal 

government to help oppressed peoples through the established channels of American society, 

like the free press and the political system. Schlesinger spoke out strongly against 

“revolutionary dramatics,” calls for armed paratroopers on the streets, or banning free speech 

through suppressing “evil ideas.”
190

 He disagreed with these approaches not only because he 

found them personally disturbing, but also because he found them unnecessary. The shifts of 

the New Politics could all occur within the “peaceful” framework of the American political 

system, and the majority crafted by the New Politics could be used to enact the majority of 

New Left policy proposals.  

 The shift inherent in Crisis of Confidence is one that has not received adequate 

attention from scholars. With this book, Schlesinger significantly moved his political beliefs 

and advocacy away from the New Deal policies he had supported for nearly thirty years. He 

used his place as an independent, public intellectual to argue for new policies and a New 

Politics that he believed would help to reform society. Unfortunately for those new ideas, 

Schlesinger would never again reach the political and social influence that he achieved 
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during the 1960s. A new generation of New Left writers took his place in arguing for liberal 

policies and interpretations in the historical profession and in the public sphere. These 

writers, like William Appleman Williams and Howard Zinn, were much less hostile to 

Communism than Schlesinger. They also embraced wholeheartedly the methodologies of 

social and quantitative history that Schlesinger had always been wary of. Meanwhile, many 

of Schlesinger’s closest friends and fellow writers in New York, taking a different approach 

than Schlesinger to the protests and violence of the 1960s, turned to the right and became 

neoconservatives. Opportunities for liberal, Lippmann-esque public intellectuals like 

Schlesinger had not disappeared by 1969, of course, but had narrowed considerably. As a 

result, Schlesinger carved out particular niches to stay relevant, and spent the rest of his 

career narrowly shaping debates on specific issues (multiculturalism, the presidency, etc.) 

rather than the entirety of American political discourse. 

Conclusion 

 Arthur Schlesinger Jr. may seem like a relic of an earlier era today. His concern with 

Communist sympathizers and ignorance of minority contributions to history, most 

prominently in his early work, do not fit with the current trends guiding the writing of history 

and politics. Intellectual history, the approach that he practiced for over six decades, has been 

in precipitous decline and has steadily been replaced by cultural history, social history, and 

other approaches that did not exist in their current forms when The Age of Jackson was 

published. However, Schlesinger’s example is one with considerable relevance for the 21
st
 

century. Writers, intellectuals, and academics often talk of having more power in society, and 

the desire to have a platform where they can dispute dangerous myths and distortions about 
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politics and history. As a figure who spent time in the White House, an Ivy League 

university, a public university, the bestseller’s list, and the late night television stage, 

Schlesinger should be an example to follow. Learning more about how Schlesinger became 

such a figure, and why he made his decisions about politics and history, will help current 

scholars learn what to emulate, and what to reject, if they hope to be as influential and well-

received as this public intellectual was in his day. 
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Chapter 3: Daniel Boorstin and the Eccentric Liberal 

Introduction 

 Daniel Boorstin, like Richard Hofstadter and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., was a prominent 

public intellectual and historian who wrote primarily in the postwar period. His work, like 

that of his aforementioned contemporaries, was well-received by both the academic 

community and the public at large. Boorstin won the Parkman, Bancroft, and Pulitzer prizes 

over his career, as well as being a finalist for the National Book Award in 1974. He helped 

found the school known as “consensus history,” which has become shorthand for numerous 

works of American history from the late 1940s through the early 1950s that focused on unity 

and downplayed ideological conflict in American history. Boorstin clearly associated himself 

with the school, and did not later disavow the idea of consensus in American history like his 

contemporary Hofstadter. Outside of the academy, several of his books were also turned into 

television programs, and he appeared on television numerous times either to publicize his 

books or to provide historical commentary. In addition, many of his ideas have entered 

popular discourse. The most famous of these is the concept of the “pseudo-event,” which has 

been used to explain celebrities and the idea of fame in books and articles up to the present 

day. 

 Being one of the most famous historians of the 20
th

 century, one would expect a rich 

historiography of Boorstin’s ideas and career. However, the literature on Boorstin is 

surprisingly thin. There has never been an intellectual biography written on Boorstin, unlike 

many of his contemporaries. According to H. Reuben Neptune, Boorstin’s reputation as a 

“cheerful” supporter of American nationalism made him unattractive to those who would 
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otherwise reexamine and reinterpret his work.
191

 The relatively few sources that have been 

written on Boorstin usually focus on specific ideas in his books or on the aforementioned 

“consensus history” school. They use his belief in a stable, unified American past to argue, 

usually tangentially and with little evidence, that he was a political conservative throughout 

his career. Gene Wise insisted that this conclusion about Boorstin’s politics was a piece of 

common wisdom in the historical profession. In American Historical Explanations, he told 

the story of a history graduate student who had never read a full book of history, but the 

student knew “that Boorstin was a conservative and [Vernon L.] Parrington a Progressive and 

[Perry] Miller an idealist, and that consensus histories were being written then just as conflict 

histories had been in earlier years.”
192

  

Other writings about Boorstin concluded that his political approach was muddied, 

equivocal, or somewhat liberal. In a review of one of Boorstin’s books, Page Smith wrote 

that Boorstin appeared to be arguing for conservatism, but really just created “old liberalism 

writ large.”
193

 In Consensus, Conflict, and American Historians, Bernard Sternsher quoted 

William J. Newman who wrote that although Boorstin “’would not have us confuse him with 

conservatives… it is a fine line that he wants us to draw.’”
194
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Articles on Boorstin’s “consensus history” focus almost exclusively on his writings in 

the 1950s. This narrow lens has led to a mischaracterization of Boorstin’s ideas and what he 

actually thought and did in the political sphere. A broader study of Boorstin’s career and 

ideas is needed to better understand how Boorstin articulated his political ideas, presented 

them on the public stage, and fit into the context of liberalism in its postwar manifestations. 

 My work takes a new approach by examining a much longer period of Boorstin’s 

career than other studies, the entire length of time he was at the height of his public 

influence. This period lasted from the publication of his third book, The Genius of American 

Politics, in 1953, up to his appointment as the Librarian of Congress in 1975. During that 

period, I argue that Boorstin used his writings and speeches to present his own unique 

approach to liberalism. By calling Boorstin a proponent of liberalism, I am partially referring 

to his support of many of the aspects of New Deal liberalism, particularly support of 

government involvement in the economy and a belief in civil rights. Boorstin also supported 

some of the tendencies of “reform” liberalism, an approach to liberalism which focused on 

protecting individualism and improving society’s morals.
195

 Along with being a mixture of 

traditions, Boorstin’s approach to liberalism was more restrained than that of contemporaries 

such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Richard Hofstadter. Boorstin supported government 

involvement in the economy and aid to the poor, but in a more gradual and measured way 

than many of his contemporaries. He believed that the government had to take action and 

intervene in society, that it was even an inevitability, but that it had to be done in a fair, 

equitable, and practical way. Therefore, he often focused much more on how the tenets of 
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liberalism would be enacted in society, rather than arguing the merits of particular political 

programs. He called this work “civilizing” the modern society, guided by liberalism and the 

results of the New Deal. His historical writings also often emphasized the accomplishments 

of common people and the ways in which they had been shaped by America, so that they and 

their experiences were not lost in what Boorstin saw as an American culture nearly 

overwhelmed by the dehumanizing effects of technology and ideology. 

 Boorstin argued these ideas up through the 1960s and 1970s, and mainly used his 

platform as a prominent professor at the University of Chicago to promulgate them. He 

primarily wrote for the public, travelled, and gave speeches. However, he shifted his 

scholarly approach and his belief in liberalism in the late 1960s. After numerous campus 

uprisings, Boorstin wrote The Decline of Radicalism: a book in which he defended his own 

youth as a radical activist and the idea of liberal activism against what he saw as 

counterproductive actions by students and the New Left. 

At the same time, Boorstin started to consult for the Republican Party, mostly through 

his friend and political operative William Safire, in an effort to combat the influence of 

student protestors. He also began to work in public history and engagement. Boorstin left 

Chicago in 1969 to become Director of the Smithsonian Museum of History and Technology 

partially as a result of student protests, but also because the position fit with his view of what 

society needed from him as an intellectual. The public engagement and education programs 

at the Smithsonian, as well as a new embrace of television, allowed Boorstin to present 

lectures and set up exhibits that would disseminate many of his ideas on politics, culture, and 

society.  
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Background and Early Career 

Boorstin was born in Georgia in 1914 to Jewish parents Sam and Dora Boorstin. His 

father, a prominent lawyer and private secretary to the governor, decided to move out of the 

state after the anti-Semitic riots surrounding the lynching of Leo Frank.
196

 The family soon 

moved to Tulsa, Oklahoma, where his father was a local attorney who rejected vices like 

cursing, supported people without pay, and tried to be as apolitical as possible.
197

 In 1930, 

Boorstin left Tulsa against his father’s wishes to attend Harvard. He spent the next few years 

amassing several academic degrees: an A.B. from Harvard in 1934, a Rhodes scholarship in 

1936, admission as a Barrister-at-Law at the prestigious Inner Temple in London in 1937, 

and a J.S.D. from Yale in 1940. Politically, Boorstin supported radical politics as an 

undergraduate, and became a member of the Communist Party from 1938 until the Nazi-

Soviet non-aggression pact of 1939.
198

  

By 1941 and the publication of Boorstin’s first book, there was little to no Marxism to 

be found. That work, The Mysterious Science of the Law, was a laudatory account of English 

jurist William Blackstone and his Commentaries, one which helped to highlight Boorstin’s 

shift from law to history. The book on Blackstone then led to a study of Thomas Jefferson, 

The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson (1948).
199

 Boorstin’s book on Jefferson was his first at 

the University of Chicago, where he taught until the late 1960s. These publications, and 
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many of Boorstin’s early articles, showed him to be a figure interested in culture, ideas, and 

political institutions, but not the inner facets of conservatism or liberalism. 

Genius and Consensus 

Boorstin’s career as a publicly prominent historian began in 1953, his ninth year at 

the University of Chicago. This was the year of Republican President Dwight Eisenhower’s 

inauguration and the high water-mark of Joe McCarthy’s power.
200

 In that year of heightened 

anti-Communism and suspicion of dissent, Boorstin published The Genius of American 

Politics, a book resulting from several talks he had given as part of the Walgreens Lectures 

series in Chicago. The main argument of this book is that the United States is a country that 

should not be based on ideology, whether that ideology is Communism or McCarthyism. 

Instead, it was a country driven by the themes of “givenness” and an attachment to the 

present. Boorstin defined “givenness” as the idea that “values in America are in some way or 

other automatically defined: given by certain facts of geography or history peculiar to us.”
201

 

The attachment to the present was the idea that “our theory is always implicit in our 

institutions,” and that the American present was always connected to the American past. 

Boorstin also explored the idea of the “continuity” or homogeneity of our history, the idea 

that Americans saw “our national past as an uninterrupted continuum of similar events, so 

that our past merges indistinguishably into our present.”
202

 Boorstin argued that these themes 

drove American politics and American history, and then presented several examples where 
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apparent conflict turns out to be practical disagreements about how to interpret the same 

American values. Therefore, the American Revolution was a “dull, legalistic” attempt to 

protect ancient British rights from a truly revolutionary British Parliament, and the Civil War 

was a debate between different interpretations of the Constitution.
203

  

Genius is Boorstin’s most carefully critiqued work, and close study of this book has 

helped lead to the current biographical consensus about the entirety of Boorstin’s career and 

ideas. This book gave Boorstin national recognition, and a House Un-American Activities 

Committee summons for his past activity in the Communist Party.
204

 The book’s admiration 

of the United States and its history and legacy helped lead to John Higham’s formulation of 

the “consensus school,” a group of books and authors focused on “the continuity of 

American history, the stability of basic institutions, the toughness of the social fabric.”
205

 

Many of the other writers in this school have been reexamined by subsequent historians, 

mainly due to the fact that they did not support the “consensus” they described in American 

history.
206

 Boorstin has not received this same kind of reexamination; most American 

historians still see him as a booster for the conservative homogeneity that he saw in 

American history.  

However, the idea that Boorstin unabashedly supported homogeneity in American 

history has received some pushback in recent years. H. Reuben Neptune, in “The Irony of 
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Un-American Historiography: Daniel J. Boorstin and the Rediscovery of a U.S. Archive of 

Decolonization,” argued that Boorstin in Genius was not the “most egregious source of the 

pathetically patriotic consensus trend…” during the postwar period. Rather, Boorstin 

attempted in this book to articulate the ways in which Americans tried (with differing results) 

to reject their colonial heritage from Europe.
207

 There is also the question of whether scholars 

should assume a connection between Boorstin’s ideas on consensus and any claim about his 

supposed political conservatism. I believe that the answer for Genius is not particularly clear. 

There are a number of instances in this book where Boorstin does not come across as a 

conservative. These instances include arguments about how the United States was void of 

aristocratic influence, and was much more free and willing to experiment than the 

conservative states of Europe.
208

  

There were also some hints of an acceptance, or at least a receptiveness to, the 

policies and political approach of American liberals in this book. Like Arthur Schlesinger Jr. 

and Richard Hofstadter, Boorstin particularly supported the New Deal’s focus on practical 

reforms and rejection of political theory. Boorstin wrote that during the Depression, 

“Franklin D. Roosevelt… did not promise to implement a theory. Rather, he declared frankly 

that he would try one thing after another and would keep trying until a cure was found…”
209

 

However, while this is a strong defense of the liberal reform inherent in the New Deal, it is 

                                                 
207

 Ibid. 

208
 Boorstin, The Genius of American Politics, 4-5, 178-179. 

209
 Ibid., 20-21. 



92 

 

only a small portion of a book that is mostly concerned with consensus and agreement in 

American history.  

In 1954, Boorstin wrote a short note that spelled out what would be his approach to 

modern society and liberalism for the next two decades. He wrote that note on a proposal that 

conservative thinker Russell Kirk had developed for a new scholarly journal. In addition to 

several points praising the journal’s attempt to strike a “moderate tone,” or decrying certain 

figures as “too conservative” or “ultra, ultra Tory,” Boorstin wrote a more detailed 

commentary on a section where Kirk discussed his desire to fight the modern state crafted by 

the past few decades of liberal reform. Boorstin argued that “collectivism is here to stay; the 

problem is to civilize it.”
210

 It would soon become clear that Boorstin thought “collectivism” 

(or the expansion of the New Deal state) was not only here to stay, but it was also preferable 

to a conservative, laissez-faire state. Boorstin thought it was his job both to support the 

positive aspects of modern society like government regulation and investment in the 

economy, and ensure a “civilized” modern society by making sure it did not ignore, deceive, 

or reject its minorities or its common folk. 

Historical Writing and Boorstin’s Liberalism 

Boorstin’s writings in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s helped to uphold his approach to 

liberalism. He argued in favor of the New Deal in some works, such as in his 1955 review of 

Richard Hofstadter’s The Age of Reform for Commentary magazine. In this review, Boorstin 

continued the effort he began in Genius to classify the New Deal as a reform system he could 
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support because of its practical nature. He argued that “the New Deal… was perhaps the 

most novel and decisive of recent political phenomena, precisely because it marked a reversal 

of the old roles of conservative and reformer…”
211

 He then quoted Hofstadter who wrote of 

the architects of the New Deal, “it was the reformers whose appeal to the urgent practical 

realities was most impressive…”
212

 This practical quality of reform, to Boorstin, was the true 

nature of the New Deal, and what he saw as one of the most appealing aspects of liberalism 

in the postwar period.  

Boorstin also argued on behalf of the New Deal in America and the Image of Europe 

(1960). He spent much of this volume describing how the United States had developed over 

the 20
th

 century and had both accepted and rejected various influences from Europe. 

Boorstin’s thesis ever since Genius was that the United States should work on its own 

institutions and be wary of any ideological influences from Europe, so this belief affected the 

many judgments on conservatism and liberalism contained in this book. Boorstin argued that 

the New Deal began because “President Franklin Roosevelt did not see the Depression as a 

hurricane from abroad. Instead, he found its primary cause in the weaknesses of the 

American economy, and especially in the inability of purchasing power to keep pace with 

production.”
213

 Boorstin also argued that Roosevelt’s “experimental way of thinking about 
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American life and institutions.”
214

 helped to bring about the state control necessary in an 

“economic emergency.”
215

  

At the same time, Boorstin came out directly against several of the conservative 

trends and movements of the 1950s, many of which either rejected the New Deal outright or 

wanted to curb it extensively. Boorstin wrote that economists like Milton Friedman and 

Friedrich von Hayek argued that “America… needs free enterprise, not because it is the 

indigenous ‘American Way,’ but because recent European history shows that it ought to be 

the way for men everywhere.”
216

 Another movement of conservatives, the “New 

Conservatives” led by Peter Viereck, fared somewhat better, but was still focused on 

European concerns like “how much we can learn from Metternich.”
217

 The conservative 

Russell Kirk received the harshest treatment of all. Boorstin believed that Kirk’s magnum 

opus, The Conservative Mind, was “less realistic” than Hayek’s work but also brought in too 

much European influence because it urged “that the evils of American life are to be 

remedied, not by returning to the way we ever were, but rather by reaching for what an 

aristocratic Europe used to be.”
218

  

Boorstin also supported government involvement with the economy on numerous 

levels. He argued in America and the Image of Europe for direct planning with “special 

justification like national defense or economic emergency,” especially in instances where the 
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forces of “self-interest and private enterprise” break down.
219

 Boorstin also supported 

interventions throughout his Americans trilogy. Boorstin wrote favorably of government 

involvement to aid private capital and build railroads in 1965s The National Experience.
220

 In 

The Democratic Experience, which Boorstin completed in 1973 but had been working on 

since the 1960s, he noted numerous government reforms that helped to regulate key 

industries and stimulate growth. For instance, Boorstin noted how government intervention 

during the New Deal helped curb “price discrimination” and regulate chain stores, or how the 

government stepped in to stimulate the building trades through the Works Progress 

Administration.
221

 Government involvement also helped regulate the insurance industry. 

Boorstin pitted insurance companies hungry for profits against the government and reformers 

led by mid-19
th

 century actuary Elizur Wright. He clearly praised Wright and the government 

for stepping in, arguing that the “reforms had given life insurance companies a stability that 

kept them alive during the post-Civil War panic.”
222

 Boorstin also discussed how the 20
th

-

century liberal state had begun to deal with the effects of poverty. In a chapter of The 

Democratic Experience about statistical communities, Boorstin noted how pioneering social 

scientists like William Graham Sumner had ignored the poor because “there was really no 

satisfactory definition of ‘a poor man.’”
223

 The 20
th

 century saw reformers who would define 
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what it meant to be poor, using statistics to help lead to a “national alarm” about poverty and 

an “organized public concern that was without precedent.”
224

 Boorstin used later statistics to 

show how the liberal attempts to reduce poverty from the New Deal and the Great Society, 

were successful; and how they led to the “most self-conscious and best-organized attack on 

poverty” in American history.
225

 

Boorstin also strongly advocated for civil rights. He argued throughout the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s for greater civil rights for African Americans, and his historical work 

reflects this interest in its accounts of African Americans throughout American history. In 

The Americans: The Colonial Experience (1958) Boorstin discussed the idea of the United 

States being founded upon Enlightenment ideals and the problems with that assumption. He 

wrote, “American facts would also limit American ideals; when the ‘facts of life’ in America 

seemed to deny equality (as in the case of the Negro or the Indian), many good Americans 

felt strong doubts.”
226

  

In 1965s The Americans: The National Experience, Boorstin’s commentary on 

African Americans shifted its focus to the South. He argued that the antebellum South was “a 

land of invisible immigrants, or rather, immigrants who had come to seem invisible precisely 

because Southern institutions had made their immigrant status indelible.”
227

 Boorstin 

described the development of slavery in the South, the ways in which slavery replaced 
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indentured servitude, and the early period of fluidity after the Revolution when it seemed as 

though slavery may be outlawed or replaced by colonization. But slavery did not end due to 

the fear and hatred underlying racism towards African Americans. According to Boorstin, 

“the fact of race… increasingly haunted Southerners with the suspicion that these immigrants 

were unassimilable.”
228

  

This racism continued long past the end of slavery, and to Boorstin it lay at the heart 

of racial problems and tensions in the United States. Boorstin argued that what made the 

South different was not simply that slavery dominated its society, since many other countries 

had experienced and then overcame slavery. To Boorstin, slavery did not answer the 

question. The problem was that the South rejected and refused to assimilate African 

Americans, their “indelible immigrants,” and that white Southerners decided that they had to 

“keep these immigrants in America, but out of the large American community.”
229

 This effort 

involved placing them in ghettos, treating them unfairly, and preventing them from ever 

achieving emancipation from the idea that they were inferior to white Americans.  

Boorstin brought his critique of the treatment of African Americans to the 

contemporary period in America and the Image of Europe, when he wrote that Americans 

“persist in speaking of the ‘Negro Problem’—though anyone looking at the facts might better 

describe it as the ‘White Problem.’”
230

 Indeed, Boorstin argued that American culture leads 

“every ‘normal’ American… [to] make up his mind about ‘minority groups,’ he must ‘decide 
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what he thinks’ about Negroes, Jews, Catholics, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Japanese.”
231

 

Such attitudes helped to promote discrimination against African Americans and other groups, 

and led many people to spend most of their time not studying “the tantalizingly complex and 

fruitful relations among our many American cultures…,” but simply trying “to refute the 

popular assumption that [they are] ‘un-American.’”
232

 Boorstin pleaded for Americans to 

stop putting so much pressure on these minority groups to conform their cultural history to 

the history of Protestant Americans, and to “try to discover some of the peculiarly ‘un-

American’ vitamins that each of us may add to the skimmed milk of Caucasian-English-

West-European-Protestantism.’”
233

  

The idea of protecting civil rights was an example of Boorstin’s effort to “civilize” 

modern society. But another important example of an attempt to “civilize” was Boorstin’s 

famous 1961 book, The Image. This text avoided any explicit support of New Deal politics or 

policies, but that was not its intention. It was a text meant to “civilize,” to ensure favorable 

treatment of Americans in all avenues and aspects of society. However, Boorstin believed 

that the effect of images, tourism, pseudo-events, and celebrities, all hallmarks of modern 

society, was a kind of “self-deception,” a practice of “hiding reality from ourselves.”
234

  

In his criticisms in The Image, Boorstin followed a line of thought that, according to 

Richard Pells, was well-established in the liberal world of the 1950s. Pells argued that 
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numerous writers of the 1950s believed that modern society had the tools needed to address 

many of the problems of wealth inequality or poverty that plagued earlier decades. Pells 

wrote that these intellectuals believed that “in a wealthy society, overt ideological and social 

quarrels rarely erupted; class antagonisms remained muted; the real difficulties of life were 

minimized or ignored in the electoral campaigns.”
235

 This unprecedented wealth in American 

society did not mean that the country’s problems were solved, since it still had “strain, 

unresolved conflicts, or nagging frustrations.”
236

 Books like Paul Goodman’s Growing Up 

Absurd and David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd emerged that would help society identify 

and solve many of these “psychological, moral, and cultural tensions plaguing the middle 

class,” including a society that seemed “impersonal bureaucratic, and inhumane,” and the 

“moral impacts of mass consumption and material success.”
237

 The Image was part of this 

trend, according to Pells. Boorstin’s critical text saw the lives of Americans as “secondhand, 

vicarious, [and] contrived,” and that led to a mass culture which succeeded in “inventing 

situations where anything could be believed.”
238

 Pells connects this work and criticism to the 

liberal mainstream of the time period, noting its similarity to other works critical of the 

vacuous nature of the postwar period such as those by Theodor Adorno and Mary McCarthy.  

Boorstin as Public Intellectual 
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Along with his historical work arguing for New Deal policies and “civilizing” modern 

society, Boorstin’s position as a well-known professor and public intellectual helped him 

argue in favor of liberals, and against conservatives, in the public sphere. In a 1958 speech, 

Boorstin criticized the foreign policy of Dwight Eisenhower as “naïve” and based on 

“images.” These images were the result of “provincialism” and “patriotism,” but they would 

not work for other countries that had different institutions and values, and did not share the 

American experience.
239

 In contrast, Boorstin spoke highly of President Lyndon Johnson. 

Boorstin praised Johnson in the tender weeks after inauguration as a man of “great moral 

stature and political effectiveness” who calmed his concerns about the future of the 

country.
240

 This support of Johnson continued up through 1964, when Boorstin and 

University of Chicago professor Walter Johnson discussed a plan to have Boorstin try to 

convince people “who might be on the fence to get them to vote for LBJ.”
241

  

Boorstin throughout his career also supported Abe Fortas, a high-powered liberal 

attorney, New Deal official, and Supreme Court justice under Lyndon Johnson. In a July 29
th

, 

1965 letter to Fortas, Boorstin wrote, “speaking as a historian, I can honestly say that I 

cannot think of any nomination to the court of a person better qualified to face its grand 
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issues.”
242

 Boorstin supported Fortas again three years later when President Lyndon Johnson 

nominated Fortas to become Chief Justice, after a period on the Court which saw Fortas as 

one of the most consistently liberal judges.  

Even more importantly than Boorstin’s connection with Fortas was the historian’s 

support of African American historian, and fellow Oklahoman John Hope Franklin. Boorstin 

avidly backed Franklin and his work from the early 1950s onward. Boorstin openly 

supported Franklin and his scholarship, accepting one of Franklin’s books into a series that 

he edited, The Chicago History of American Civilization. In pushing for this book, Boorstin 

gave prominence to a new reinterpretation of Reconstruction that rejected the previously 

dominant, racist historiography on that period.
243

 Boorstin also personally lobbied for 

Franklin to be given a position at the University of Chicago. He mentioned Franklin’s work 

and expertise again and again to his superiors, and kept Franklin abreast on certain 

developments. When Franklin was accepted to the university, Boorstin was elated. He wrote 

to fellow faculty member Walter Johnson, “Today Lincoln’s Birthday, and Lincoln’s 

birthday present to us… was the vote at the tenure meeting last night… to offer a 

professorship to John Hope Franklin!!!!!!!” He finished the letter, “Long Live the University 

of Chicago! Long Live the Department of History! Long Live J.H.F.!”
244
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In his exuberant letter to Franklin after the professorship was offered, Boorstin 

mentioned the deeper motivations behind his support of Franklin. Boorstin was of course a 

close friend of Franklin’s and believed Franklin to be a very talented historian. But Boorstin 

also noted the greater significance of Franklin’s hiring and place at the university. Boorstin 

wrote that if Franklin accepted the job, he would have “the opportunity to revise the 

perspective, and for the first time put the Negro in the story in his rightfully central place.”
245

 

Franklin would also be able to “keep active on the national and international scene,” to be 

free of administrative duties that would let him continue his work, and to use the “large and 

increasingly important Negro community in Chicago” to help him “increase [his] influence in 

the nation.”  

Boorstin showed his commitment to supporting civil rights by lobbying for and aiding 

a pioneering African American historian. He would continue this support throughout the 

1960s, as Franklin continued his work and eventually became chair of the history department 

at the University of Chicago. This support was evident through a Washington Post letter to 

the editor that Franklin wrote on behalf of Boorstin in 1975. At a time when many African 

Americans opposed Boorstin’s nomination to be the Librarian of Congress partially due to 

fears that he did not support civil rights, Franklin argued that he was a “warm, sensitive, and 

decent human being,” who had supported Franklin at every possible turn.
246

 Here, Franklin 
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used an open forum to acknowledge both the private and public steps Boorstin had taken to 

support him and his work on behalf of civil rights over the decades. 

Boorstin and the Student Protests 

Boorstin’s career and history began to change with the wave of student protests in the 

late 1960s. The young radicals stormed the offices of professors and barricaded 

administrative buildings until their demands were met. They were often guided by closely-

held ideologies such as Communism, anarchism, or even Maoism. It has been argued by Neil 

Jumonville that this aspect of the student movements disturbed many postwar intellectuals 

including Boorstin, who had been preaching for decades about the need to reject ideology 

and embrace practical programs. But while many postwar professors rejected the campus 

protestors wholesale, the record on what they actually did to combat protestors is often 

complex. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., for instance, actively conversed with protestors and 

supported many of their causes, if not all of their tactics. He wrote in 1969, “one must hope 

for the sake of the country that some of this fascinating generation do remember—not the 

angry and senseless things they may have done, but the generous hope that prompted them to 

act for a better life.”
247

 Daniel Bell argued that the police should not have been called in to 

stop the massive protests at Columbia University in 1968.
248

 In addition, numerous 

contemporaries such as Dwight Macdonald and Paul Goodman actively supported the student 

protestors both in writing and marching with them. 
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At the same time, some figures did experience the student revolts of the 1960s as an 

undoubtable turning point in their careers. Norman Podhoretz, Irving Kristol, and others have 

identified the student movements as the catalyst that helped turned them from liberals (New 

Deal or otherwise) into conservatives.
249

 Boorstin was in a complicated middle ground 

between these two competing views. He did not become a full-fledged neoconservative in the 

early 1970s, and remained committed to a program of pushing for both a more equal society 

and a more civilized one. This was why his lauded 1973 The Americans: The Democratic 

Experience, deviated little from the preceding titles in his Americans trilogy in its major 

themes, such as an embrace of American individualism, a focus on the lives of common 

people, and an endorsement of reforms that help both the poor and minorities. Boorstin also 

refrained from critiques of the welfare state and government intervention in the economy, or 

the push for a more religious society that filled the writings of other neoconservatives of the 

era.
250

  

But Boorstin did not support the demonstrations nor waver when efforts were made to 

arrest the most audacious protestors. He vehemently disagreed with their tactics and the ways 

in which they were protesting. Boorstin argued that the protestors were “ignorant” and 

violent, that they “think they ought to tell the professors what to teach…,” and that they were 

dangerously close to creating “classes of privileged lawbreakers.”
251

 In addition, these 
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movements hit close to home for Boorstin. One of the defining moments of violence and 

protest in the 1960s, the 1968 Democratic National Convention, occurred less than five miles 

from Boorstin’s office. Similar demonstrations on campus even targeted Boorstin himself, 

according to David Levy.
252

  

What explains Boorstin’s stance rejecting both neo-conservatism and student 

protestors? The reason for rejecting the protests, according to Boorstin, was to protect the 

tenets of postwar liberalism, or what he called a “true” radical tradition. In  The Decline of 

Radicalism (1969), Boorstin came out more forcefully for liberalism than at any other time in 

his career. He did so by redeeming his earlier position as a campus radical in the 1930s, a 

position he had both embraced and repudiated during the Cold War by arguing that he had 

been a Communist who never let party concerns influence his teaching. Boorstin wrote in 

Decline that the Depression led to “a host of radicalisms, perhaps more numerous and more 

influential than at any earlier period of our history.”
253

 These movements, mostly left-wing 

ones, “favored a reconstruction of American life on a base of socialism or communism.”
254

 

While Boorstin was certainly wary of imposing Soviet-style Communism on the United 

States as a youth, he saw that radical movements “had a great deal to do with promoting a 

new and wider American labor movement, with helping F.D.R. popularize the need for a 

                                                 
252

 Wayne Green, “An Academic Blog About Daniel Boorston, But It Does Have One Funny Line In 

It,” Tulsa World, May 27, 2014, accessed February 9, 2017, 

http://www.tulsaworld.com/blogs/news/waynegreene/wayne-s-world-an-academic-blog-about-daniel-boorstin-

but/article_732921f7-e907-5d29-9ee3-fb16fbb1b1f4.html. 

253
 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Decline of Radicalism: Reflections on America Today (New York: Random 

House, 1969), 122. 

254
 Ibid. 



106 

 

welfare state, and with persuading Americans to join the war to stop Hitler.” Radicals had a 

“generally tonic effect on American society…” and “however misguided were many of the 

policies they advocated, these radicals did help awaken and sensitize the American 

conscience. They confronted Americans with some facts of life which had been swept under 

the rug.”
255

 In addition, Boorstin argued that the message of the radicals “was that things 

were not what they seemed, which inevitably makes respectable people uncomfortable.”
256

  

Boorstin as Consultant 

This sincere belief in protecting his brand of liberalism pressed Boorstin to fight more 

and more against the radical student movement. These feelings also led him to make a short-

term and ineffectual career changes: that of political consultant. In the early 1970s, Boorstin 

became close friends with Republican speechwriter William Safire. They bonded mainly on 

the issue of campus protests and quotas, and Safire helped bring Boorstin closer to the 

Republican Party and its politics. Boorstin spoke at meetings of the Republican Governor’s 

Association and helped to craft the 1972 Republican Party Platform. He contributed to a 

plank in the Utah Republican Party platform arguing for civil rights but against those actions 

which may give “power” to minority groups over others. 

It became clear that this embrace of Republican politics represented a temporary shift 

in Boorstin’s career. He was relatively ineffective as a political consultant. In his speech to 

the Republican Governor’s Association, he equivocated on nearly every question he was 

asked afterwards, and refused to give the governors advice that would help them succeed 
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politically. Boorstin was not invited back. Also, Boorstin’s plank to the national party 

platform was rejected outright.
257

 He would never again engage in such work, and he was 

also no fan of the policies of the president whose platform he had contributed to. Boorstin 

came out strongly against Nixon in July 1973, over a year before Nixon’s resignation, when 

he declared that Watergate reflected the “people’s feeling of outrage at the violation of 

common decency, of legal and constitutional rules.”
258

  

Boorstin’s short, failed time as political consultant showed him that this was not the 

way to enact the changes he wanted in society. His time in politics, albeit brief, reflected the 

more long-term frustrations of contemporaries such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. in the Kennedy 

administration, Richard Hofstadter in the Keating campaign, and Walter Lippmann in the 

socialist government of Schenectady, New York. Boorstin’s disillusionment was not 

surprising, since his main focus was protecting and enhancing the framework of liberalism by 

supporting and civilizing its approach to individuals and the surrounding culture. Direct 

political action for one particular program in support of conservatives, especially those like 

Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew, would not help Boorstin achieve his goals. But his next 

career venture, taken at around the same time, proved to be much more fruitful. Boorstin 

moved into the realm of education and public history.  

  

                                                 
257

 Ernest Wilkinson to Daniel J. Boorstin, Box 43, Folder 3, Daniel J. Boorstin Papers, Manuscript 

Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC. 

258
 Ron Christenson, Political Trials: Gordian Knots in the Law (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction 

Publishers, 1999), 92. 



108 

 

The Intellectual and the Museum 

Boorstin became the Director of the Smithsonian Museum of History and Technology 

in 1969. Shortly after taking the job, he gave an interview where he revealed the reason for 

his career change: the broader reach of his new position. Boorstin said that he was happy to 

take the job as it would expand his teaching, since “a museum is a place for teaching, and the 

kind of teaching that reaches a much wider audience than one reaches with ‘written 

history.’”
259

 One of his earliest priorities was to try to connect the museum with many of the 

country’s largest universities in order to help facilitate that teaching.
260

  

Boorstin’s historical ideas soon began to show up in the exhibits and classes that he 

organized for the museum. These new displays included subjects such as agricultural tools, 

rural poverty, and the lives of everyday Americans as shown through their material 

culture.
261

 There were also planned exhibits on immigrants that focused on their plight 

throughout American history. Boorstin wrote several panels for the proposed American 

Museum of Immigration around the beginning of his Smithsonian tenure, and in them he 

showed his belief in and support for the immigrant experience. He also criticized nativists 

and the 1921 Emergency Quota Act as misguided and unfair.
262
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A much more consequential series of exhibits demonstrated Boorstin’s commitment 

to displaying the role of African Americans in American history. Less than two months after 

taking over at the Smithsonian, Boorstin wrote a memo in which he wondered “why things 

have appeared to move so slowly in our efforts to make the Negro a more visible part of 

exhibits in MHT [the Smithsonian Museum of History and Technology.]”
263

 He spent the rest 

of the memo recommending numerous additions to their existing African American history 

displays. For instance, he argued that there should be an addition to an agriculture exhibit 

which “made clear the institution of Negro slavery and the forces which perpetuated it…”
264

 

He also wanted an exhibit on “firemen’s accoutrements” replaced with one “given to the 

impact of protest and dissent (1750-1861) over Negro slavery.” Apart from these particular 

exhibits, Boorstin wanted a greater overall representation of African Americans and a greater 

use of African American mannequins in military, costume, cultural, and medical displays. He 

wanted at least a portion of the museum to be devoted to the African American experience to 

help publicize his own views about African Americans and his belief in their civil rights.
265

  

Another new medium that Boorstin embraced along with the museum was television. 

Television also allowed Boorstin to disseminate his views to a wider audience. Boorstin’s 

first television appearance came in 1968, but he followed that up with at least two 

appearances in 1972 and another in 1973. In the 1973 appearance, in an interview with Bill 

Moyers, Boorstin returned yet again to his concept of improving modern society. He 
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observed that when people have the material success of modern society they lose “the sense 

of the season- the sense of a physical presence- the touch of people- the smell of people- the 

feel of being in a crowd.”
266

 Boorstin also used this appearance to discuss the importance of 

practicality and the need to make changes in society that will focus less on “satisfying” 

people than on feeding people. 

Boorstin’s efforts to change American culture in the public sphere were matched by a 

book he published in 1974 entitled Democracy and its Discontents. The book completed 

Boorstin’s transformation into an intellectual who spent more time focused on “civilizing” 

American culture than trying to fight student activists and protect the New Deal system. 

Boorstin wrote in the introduction that “our nation has known, and still knows… poverty, 

disease, war, [and] the denial of essential human rights…” but there were structures in place, 

along with “organizers and leaders” to combat these problems.
267

 Boorstin was more 

concerned with, “the malaise of the well-off, the sense of surfeit of the overfed, the 

resentment of those who have begun to receive their due but feel (however rightfully) that 

they have not yet got quite enough… what are we to do for these?”
268

  

Many of the references in Democracy reflected Boorstin’s focus on solving cultural 

problems in postwar society. When discussing student movements, Boorstin no longer 

attacked students as “barbarians.” He instead argued for a political approach that emphasized 

“rights” over “power.” “Rights” referred to equal treatment and respect under the law, and 
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were goals worth fighting for, while “power” reflected a zero-sum approach that lent itself to 

violence and disorder.
269

 Boorstin also devoted a chapter to a critique of the development of 

public opinion in the United States and how that opinion can be manipulated. Echoing Walter 

Lippmann, Boorstin decried the “unlimited quantities of fact, statistics, rumor, or 

speculation” that people receive on a daily basis, information that leads them to be poor 

arbiters in finding out “precisely what information will help us form countless opinions about 

subjects still to be discovered, and persons yet unknown.”
270

 Boorstin here continued his 

mission from The Image: to prevent the structures of modern society from deceiving and 

cheapening people’s lives. 

Boorstin as Administrator 

This focus on culture and civilizing continued throughout Boorstin’s career; but 1975 

saw what I believe was the end of his attachment to liberalism, and his transformation into 

more of a public administrator than a public intellectual. In his 1975 Senate confirmation 

hearing as Librarian of Congress, Boorstin came out against his involvement in the 

Communist Party in the 1930s. He argued against his earlier point in Decline that he had 

done important work for the country as a radical, instead now stating that his time in the 

Communist Party was “’part of the process of growing up’” and a “’very unimportant 

episode in my life.’”
271
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Boorstin’s actions and decisions as Librarian of Congress were also much more 

conservative than his previous career. In the 1980s, he generated news for cutting library 

hours, banning non-violent protestors from the Library for life, becoming personally close 

with the Reagan family, and even cutting funding for the dissemination of braille editions of 

Playboy.
272

 His concerns over budgetary and cultural issues reflected the values of 

neoconservatives such as Ronald Reagan and Irving Kristol much more than the values of 

any kind of postwar liberalism.
273

  

At the Library of Congress, Boorstin proved to be more of an administrator than he 

had been at the Smithsonian. He still wrote books and articles but he spent more time being 

an institutional manager. In fact, the way he managed his time at the Smithsonian became a 

concern during his confirmation hearings for Librarian of Congress. Some critics argued that 

he would use his position to support his own views, ideas, and scholarly career. Boorstin 

specifically mentioned during those hearings that he took the Smithsonian job “’with the 

understanding that I would continue my scholarly work.’”
274

 He noted in a private letter to 

Peter Viereck how much time he spent writing daily throughout 1971 to finish The 

Americans: The Democratic Experience.
275

 As for after his time at the Smithsonian, it 

became public that prior to the hearings, Boorstin had signed a contract to complete a history 
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of the world before 1982.
276

 But pressure from librarians and politicians forced Boorstin to 

“promise to be a full-time librarian, pledging to work weekends if necessary.”
277

  

Instead of focusing on teaching and educating the public about his own ideas like he 

did during his time at the Smithsonian, Boorstin as Librarian of Congress focused much more 

on the administrative obligations of his appointment. Even before taking office, his emphasis 

on helping the library began to quell dissent from the ranks of librarians. Richard Plotnik 

wrote that two months before he even took charge, Boorstin’s rhetoric had led to a shift in 

thinking among librarians, who joked that people had begun to sign letters at the Library of 

Congress in a new way: “John Forget-What-I-Said-About-Boorstin Doe.”
278

 In 1976, only a 

year after Boorstin took office, an article in the Library Journal noted how “members of the 

library community who had vigorously opposed… [Boorstin’s appointment] are re-

evaluating their stance… Boorstin is tackling the job energetically, thus belying early 

predictions that he would spend much of his time writing another history book…”
279

  

Boorstin’s public appearances and stances now reflected his commitment to the 

Library of Congress. Many of his TV appearances occurred in direct connection to an event 

at the Library or one of the Library’s accomplishments. These included a well-publicized 

event for the Bicentennial where the Library displayed the contents of Abraham Lincoln’s 
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pockets when he was assassinated. Public programs connected to literacy, libraries, and 

books dominated much of his time, along with practical efforts to run the Library and retain 

his position.
280

 His scholarly production did not disappear, but it was certainly subsumed by 

his desire to be a competent, successful administrator.  

Conclusion 

Boorstin’s career illustrates the broad nature of both postwar liberalism and being an 

intellectual in the public sphere. He used his abilities and reputation as an academic historian 

to build a personal network and eventually fill positions in the federal government, from 

museum director to the Librarian of Congress, all to better articulate his views to the public. 

He also showed an ability to defend liberalism beyond the confines of political discussions 

and debates over specific policies. The fact that The Image, Boorstin’s 1961 text, is still cited 

in postmodern studies is not surprising. This text showed Boorstin’s commitment to finding 

new and practical ways of solving society’s problems, and his ability to utilize the ideas of 

liberalism in order to help solve those problems should be studied by any intellectual wishing 

to have the same kind of impact on society that Boorstin had.  
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Conclusion 

 The work of these historians — Boorstin, Hofstadter, and Schlesinger — offer 

inspiration and challenges for liberal intellectuals today. They show the possibility for 

academic historians to write serious works that interact with scholarly ideas and 

historiography, while also appealing to the public and policy-makers. The continuing 

relevance of the postwar historians in our public discourse points to the continuing power of 

their ideas. Concepts such as “pseudo-events” and the “paranoid style” still appear on 

television and in print in 2016 because these authors wrote in a way that continues to engage 

both academics and the public. 

 Schlesinger, Boorstin, and Hofstadter also serve as examples for any intellectual who 

wants to have public influence in the 21
st
 century, a task that many scholars find structurally 

difficult. Richard Posner noted that academic specialization and the insular nature of the 

modern university led to a “deteriorating” of the “position, the contribution, most precisely 

the social significance of the public intellectual… in the United States.”
281

 Meanwhile, 

Barbara Mistzal argued that in the contemporary world, “the institutionalization and the 

specialization of intellectual life, together with the dominance of mass culture, are seen as 

responsible for the disappearance of the charismatic public intellectual and the decline in the 

quality of the public.”
282

 Many of the traditional gatekeepers, such as elite universities and 

large media companies, that helped give the postwar historians power and influence in 
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society have indeed been weakened with institutional trends, frequent budget cuts, and the 

decentralization of the media caused by the internet. Appearing on television programs like 

The Today Show was much more important when only three major television networks 

existed. However, the problems that the postwar historians addressed and the positions that 

they filled in society have not gone away. Political strife, debates between ideologies, and 

widespread inequality remain in society. At the same time, there are professorial chairs, 

television boardrooms, and advisor positions available to combat those problems. If 

contemporary intellectuals want to achieve the kind of power and influence that the postwar 

historians had, they should focus less on the reasons why such influence can be rare and 

fleeting, and more on how they can learn from the successes and mistakes of the postwar 

historians in order to have the greatest possible impact on society. 
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