deeper historical roots. Intellectuals in American
politics are, in fact, a relatively recent phenomenon, limited almost wholly to the present
century. Their history remains to be written.
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IN THE 18th and early 19th centuries, from
Thomas Jefferson to John Quincy Adams, the
United States had intellectual politicians rather
than intellectuals in politics. The distinction is
important. The intellectual politician is a type of
politician; the intellectual in politics is a type of
intellectual. One makes his career in politics;
the other comes to politics after making an
intellectual career. The most happy reconciliation
between intellectualism and politics was achieved
by the intellectual politicians in the first half
century of American life. It was not to be
approached for another century.
Beginning with the Jacksonian Era in the 1830s
intellectualism and politics drifted apart. Despite
a few notable exceptions, intellectuals considered
politics alien, politicians considered intellectuals
politically useless. The historian George Bancroft, served as Secretary of the Navy and
Minister to Great Britain and Germany. Edward
Everett, a professor of Greek at Harvard University, was later Governor of Massachusetts,
Minister to Great Britain, and US Senator.
Henry Cabot Lodge was an assistant professor of
history at Harvard before becoming a Senator.
One 19th-century President, James A. Garfield,
not one of the most distinguished, was for a short
time, a teacher of classics and president of Hiram
College, a small institution in Ohio. With one
exception, these careers signified no trend. The
exception was a tradition even in the 19th century
of appointing intellectuals to diplomatic posts. But
Presidents varied even in this respect, and it was
at most a marginal affair.

Intellectuals
in Politics
By Theodore Draper
"TNTELLECTUALS
1 IN P O L I T I C S "

immediately raises
two
questions:
What
intellectuals? What politics?
Instead of trying to define these
terms, which are
so broad and loose
that they defy
exact definition, I
prefer to start by
name-dropping.
To begin with, the
names are Woodrow Wilson, Raymond Moley, Patrick Daniel Moynihan, Henry A.
Kissinger and Zbigniew Brzezinski. These names
indicate the type of American intellectual with
which I will be largely concerned. Three things
can be said about them immediately. They went
into politics, full-time or part-time, after they
had established themselves professionally as
intellectuals. The intellectual in politics is most
often the professor in politics. And politics here
does not refer merely to the realm of ideas or
intellectual influence; it requires actual service in
government. There are other types, such as
intellectuals in revolutionary politics, but they are
so different that they need a quite different
approach.

T was, for most of the 19th century, matched by

HE I N T E L L E C T U A L S ' DISTASTE for politics

the politicians' disdain for intellectuals. An
intellectual-political movement, known as "the
genteel reformers", arose in the post-Civil War
period but had little success. A Tammany Hall
boss in the last quarter of the 19th century put
the case against intellectuals in politics in this
way:
"Some young men think they can learn how to be
successful in politics from books, and they cram
their heads with all sorts of college rot. They
couldn't make a bigger mistake. Now, understand
me, I ain't sayin' nothin' against colleges. I guess
they have to exist as long as there's bookworms,
and I suppose they do some good1in certain ways,
but they don't count in politics."

The late Richard Hofstadter wrote an admirable book called Anti-Intellectualism in American
Life (1963), much of which dealt with antiintellectualism in American politics. He may have
chosen anti-intellectualism rather than intellectualism because he thought that the former had
1
Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, p. 187.

It is said that the first—or one of the f i r s t American uses of the term "intellectual"
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appeared in a letter by the philosopher, William
James, in 1899.2 James used the term in a context
that had a direct bearing on the American attitude
toward intellectuals in politics. Commenting on
the Dreyfus case in France, James sympathised
with the French intellectuals' "aggressively
militant" role and hoped that they would grow
"stronger and stronger." But then he turned
around and thanked God for an America in
which "intellectuals"—he still thought it necessary to put the word in quotation marks—could
stay out of all corrupting "big institutions",
which he blamed for Captain Dreyfus's ordeal.
Except for the American "party spirit", James
believed, American sources of corruption were
trivial compared with the European. He did not
say so in so many words but he seemed to imply
that American intellectuals should stay out of
politics and instead "work to keep our precious
birthright of individualism" and seek fulfilment
in "free personal relation." His emphasis on
"freedom from all corrupting institutions" must
have included the political in view of his conviction that "the only serious permanent force of
corruption in America is party spirit."3
it was at the turn of the
J-N century that the institutionalisation of intellectuals in American politics began. Its birthplace
was the state of Wisconsin where, under the
leadership of Governor Robert M. La Follette,
the outstanding political figure of the Progressive
movement, the first successful experiment in
achieving a symbiosis between a university and a
government was attempted. A comprehensive programme was worked out to put academic
"experts" of the University of Wisconsin at the
service of the state government. Scientists, engineers, agronomists, economists, historians, political
scientists and the like were systematically called on
for advice and information. The Wisconsin system
was nominally non-partisan; in fact, it was the
servant of Progressive politics which was the only
kind of politics willing and able to engage in such
an experiment. Thus the Wisconsin experience
produced a familiar type of intellectual in politics
—the reformer working for a reform movement.
"XJEVERTHELESS,

2
Anti-Intellectualism . . ., p. 39. Hofstadter says
that the term intellectualfirstcame into use in France
and was "soon exported—at the time of the Dreyfus
case" (p. 38). This seems hardly likely in view of the

fact that the Oxford English Dictionary has an
English usage of the term as far back as 1652, and
three perfectly recognisable uses in the 19th century,
one by Byron in 1813.
3
The Letters of William James, edited by Henry
James
(1920), vol. II, pp. 100-101.
4
Arthur S. Link, Wilson: The Road to the White
House
(1947), pp. 149-50, 158.
6
Anti-Intellectualism.,., p. 211.

THE NEXT GREAT STEP forward by an American

intellectual in politics was taken by Woodrow
Wilson. In fact, he took the greatest step forward
that any American intellectual has ever taken—
right into the White House. Wilson was an authentic intellectual if ever there was one—Professor
of Jurisprudence and Political Economy,
President of Princeton University, author of basic
works on the American political system. The
story of how Wilson became a politician suggests
the function sometimes reserved for intellectuals.
When he was approached in 1910 to accept the
Democratic nomination for Governor of the
State of New Jersey, his stepping-stone to the
presidency two years later, he examined his
overworked conscience to find a good reason why
he should give in to the temptation. He came up
with the idea that "a new day had come in
American politics." He interpreted the proposition, in effect, as the opening of a new era in
American politics—the era of the intellectual in
politics. Wilson later realised that he had naively
deceived himself. His biographer notes that the
New Jersey politician who masterminded
Wilson's nomination "hoped to use Wilson as a
respectable front behind which he could operate."
It was not a role that Wilson could or would
play, but he might never have started on his political career if some politician had not chosen him
to play it.
I do not imagine that Wilson was the last
intellectual whom politicians have intended to
use as a "respectable front." But Wilson learned
fast. One of the first things he had to do to win
the governorship was to repudiate virtually
everything he had stood for on the issue of trade
unionism, which he had previously opposed.4 In
short, he had to learn how to act like a politician,
not an intellectual, to gain power. For better or
worse, however, Wilson unlearned this lesson in
the course of his Presidency. He was always more
the schoolmaster than the politician. The more
power Wilson had, the less he was willing to
compromise—a trait attributed to his intellectualism but perhaps more attributable to his
character.
Far more than Wilson personally, the First
World War opened the political door to intellectuals.
"The war itself, ironically, raised many of them to
heights of influence as no domestic issue could
[Hofstadter observed]. Historians and writers were
mobilised for propaganda, and
experts of all kinds
were recruited as advisers."6
They became so prominent that one Republican
Senator protested, "This is a government by
professors and intellectuals." He warned, not for
the last time, that "intellectuals are good enough
in their places, but a country run by professors is
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ultimately destined to Bolshevism and an
explosion."6 The high point of this academic
invasion came in 1919 when a group known as
"The Inquiry" was organised to prepare the
ground for American policy in the peace negotiations. It brought together 150 scholarly experts
from many different fields, ranging from history
to ethnology, aided by a staff of several hundred
more of similar background.
then, might have been
the decisive breakthrough of American intellectuals into political or at least governmental
service. They were welcomed in unprecedented
numbers and variety. Some lessons can be drawn
from this experience. One is that the first largescale incursion of American intellectuals into
political life needed a national crisis which united
the nation, including the intellectuals. The
second is that intellectuals were drawn into
government in large numbers when the functions
or responsibilities of government were enormously
enlarged. By vastly expanding the reach of
government in the economic and social as well as
the military sphere, the First World War temporarily created a need to tap a new and sizable
reservoir of special training. Such a reservoir
for a quick, massive infusion existed only in the
universities and other schools. That a professor
was President did not hurt, but another war
showed that it was not necessary to have a
professor as President to produce the same result.
The First World War did not constitute the
decisive breakthrough because it was immediately
followed by national disillusionment and Wilson's
repudiation. The next administrations of Presidents Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover went back
to the older system of using intellectuals selectively
and even exceptionally. This War-time and postWar experience introduced an aspect of intellectuals in politics that has forcefully struck students
of the subject. It is the cyclical nature of the
phenomenon. This was the first time that
American intellectuals went in and out of the
revolving door of politics. For the first one
hundred and fifty years of the Republic, then, it
may be said that intellectuals in politics were not a
common commodity and had not established a
firm tradition. We can see gradual changes, but
they were more of degree than of kind. The real
breakthrough was still to come.
THE FIRST WORLD WAR,
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Rooseveltiana, but it is worth repeating for
what we can learn or relearn from it.
The intellectual breakthrough was a byproduct of Roosevelt's presidential campaign
before he was elected president. According to the
most circumstantial version, candidate Roosevelt
and his faithful factotum, Samuel I. Rosenman,
were sitting around in March 1932 talking about
how to organise the campaign. Roosevelt was a
quick learner, but he had much to learn about
national problems and policies. As Rosenman
later recalled, he told Roosevelt that they ought
to get some people together "and see whether
we can come up with some answers or at least
some good new intelligent thinking, pro and con,
and some new ideas
" Whom did Rosenman
have in mind? Rosenman's answer suggests
something important about the whole
phenomenon:

"Usually in a situation like this, a candidate
gathers around him a group composed of some
successful industrialists, some bigfinanciers,and
some national political leaders. I think we ought to
steer clear of all those. They all seem to have failed
to produce anything constructive to solve the
mess we're in today. Now my idea is this: why not
go to the universities of the country? You have been
having some good experiences with college professors. I think they wouldn't be afraid to strike out on
new paths just because the paths are new. They
would get away from all the old fuzzy thinking on
many subjects, and
that seems to be the most
important thing."7
Rosenman's version lends itself to a broad
generalisation about the necessary social condition for such an intellectual breakthrough. "The
mess we're in today" was, of course, the greatest
economic crisis in American history.
A different kind of crisis had brought the
Wilsonian intellectuals into politics. The Rooseveltian crisis was far deeper, implying the
bankruptcy of the whole social system, and the
successful industrialists, big financiers, and
national political leaders who dominated it.
Roosevelt as governor of New York had already
used professorial experts for specific problems
and projects. Rosenman wanted to use professors
to fill a general political vacuum—that was what
was new about it. The way was opened for the
early Rooseveltian intellectuals into politics not so
much because Roosevelt was so different at that
stage from previous American politicians but
because the period in which he wanted to become
President was so different. The economic crisis
was the midwife of the Rooseveltian breakT CAME WITH Franklin D. Roosevelt in
through for the intellectuals.
the 1930s. The story is familiar to students of
The first intellectual to be recruited into the
Brain Trust, Professor Raymond Moley of
6
Senator Lawrence Sherman, Congressional Record,Columbia University, did not like Rosenman's
(3 September, 1918) p. 9877.
'Samuel I. Rosenman, Working With Roosevelt version because it gave Rosenman too much
(1952), p. 57.
credit for the historic innovation. Moley's account

I
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also lends itself to a larger consideration. The
real reason for the Brain Trust, according to
Moley, was Roosevelt's and Rosenman's extreme
limitations in national affairs. They brought in
the Professors because they had found them so
useful during Roosevelt's governorship and had
merely expanded the practice to broaden their
political education. 8 No doubt the original Brain
Trust—which soon included Professor Rexford
Guy Tugwell and Professor Adolf A. Berle (both
of Columbia), with Professor Felix Frankfurter
(of the Harvard Law School) lurking in the wings
—started as a curious sort of private seminar for
Franklin D . Roosevelt. Tugwell called it a
"course in socio-economics." 9 It thus served an
educational purpose for which professorial
intellectuals were particularly well fitted. Another
presidential candidate might not have been so
responsive. Nevertheless, it may be doubted
whether Roosevelt would have had the incentive
and patience to meet with the professors in long
night sessions if economic conditions had been
less ominous. 10
THE LEARNING PROCESS, however, was not

a

one-way affair. One of Moley's admitted reasons
for accepting the invitation to teach the future
President was that the teacher was also going to
learn—learn about politics from the inside or, as
Moley put it, "satisfy my desire for wider
experience in politics." He was not the last
professor who has dealt with politics in the
classroom and has sought to increase his knowledge of politics in the back rooms. Max Weber
said that "either one lives 'for' politics or one
lives 'off' politics." 11 Many an intellectual has
lived for politics before living off politics, and then
managed to live both for and off politics.
The Brain Trust did not long remain an
informal educational institution. Politically, its
key members served three main functions—as
idea men, as talent scouts, and as speech writers.
These functions have continued to be typical of
those intellectuals whom we might call "general8
Raymond Moley, After Seven Years (1939), pp.
5-6.
9
Rexford G. Tugwell, The Democratic Roosevelt
(1957),
p. 218.
10
These meetings are vividly described by Moley,
pp.1120-21, and Rosenman, pp. 63-64.
"Politics as a Vocation" (1918), in From Max
Weber
(ed. Gerth & Mills, 1947), p. 84.
12
These words were said by Roosevelt to Berle
but intended for the entire group. See Adolf A. Berle,
New Republic, 7 March 1964, in Navigating the
Rapids 1918-1971: From the Papers of Adolf A. Berle
(1973), p. 114.
13
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Coming of the
New
Deal (1959), p. 549.
14
Bernard Sternsher, Rexford Tugwell and the New
Deal (1964), p. 308.

ists." Roosevelt himself once defined the Brain
Trust's role in these words:
"You study the problems, work out the best
answers you can, and bring them to me, Don't mix
in politics—it is unpleasant,
sometimes a dirty
business. Leave that to me."12
The tasks of intellectuals may also seem more
glamorous from the outside than from the inside.
Moley later complained that he was called to
work on a speech "just as I'd be called in if I
were a plumber and a pipe needed fixing."13
Tugwell referred to himself as an "errand boy." 14
THE EARLY BRAIN TRUSTERS had

grave mis-

givings about switching from Professor to
Politician. Moley fervently protested that he had
no intention of giving up his intellectual freedom,
his aspiration to be accepted "on the basis of
what I had to say, rather than because I was part
of a governmental machine", and his conviction
that "honest teaching and writing about public
affairs precluded not only White House cupbearing and administrative paper-shuffling, but
party goose-stepping"—before being prevailed
on by Roosevelt to give them up. Tugwell had a
similar struggle with himself. When he first
considered the prospect of an official post in
Washington, he told himself that "from professor
to the government is a great transformation."
He also reflected: "If I am in the administration,
I'll have to make endless compromises—a far
different position from that of critical
observer...." But he soon capitulated and went
to Washington. Berle held out the longest. He
told a colleague that "all of us can be a good deal
more useful hoeing our own row than monkeying
with obscure under-secretaryships or commissionerships." Incidentally, Berle used to write
letters to the President addressed to "DEAR
CAESAR." Roosevelt once replied that he did not
mind being called Caesar but hated being thought
of as Napoleon.
The Rooseveltian Brain Trust as such was
relatively short-lived. Raymond Moley, the key
figure, defected from the New Deal in 1935. He
disagreed on a matter of high policy, and I
suppose his case might be taken to mean that
intellectuals cannot be trusted to be unconditionally loyal to politicians, at least not as much
as other politicians. Rex Tugwell, next in line,
became the chief whipping boy of the antiRoosevelt opposition; the attacks on him were
easily as disgraceful as any later unleashed by
Senator Joseph McCarthy. Not the least reason
for Tugwell's vulnerability was his status as a
professor and intellectual. By 1936, Tugwell had
become such a political liability that Roosevelt
did not try to save him. His case may illustrate
another function of intellectuals in politics—as
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scapegoats and sacrificial lambs. A. A. Berle
stayed out of Washington until he accepted an
appointment as Assistant Secretary of State in
1938 but lasted only about half-a-year in that
office. (His real political career came somewhat
later, a circumstance which enabled him to last
longer and go further than the other two.)
So the political careers of the most famous
early Brain Trusters were not too promising.
Nevertheless, much more was happening during
the first Roosevelt years to intellectuals lower
down on the scale. Professor Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr., described the New Dealers in terms of the
following occupations—"they were mostly lawyers, college professors, economists, or social
workers." Lawyers had long had a virtual
monopoly of the American government, but
college professors in second place—that was
something new. Presumably some of the economists as well as the social workers were intellectuals, too. The Brain Trust received most
publicity but it was only the tip of the New
Deal's intellectual iceberg. The Moleys and
Tugwells played for big stakes and eventually
lost; many others, less well known or less
exposed, came and stayed. The larger influx
had a more stable structural foundation; the
New Deal brought into existence a whole series
of government agencies and bureaucracies
devoted to public works, social security, energy
and reclamation, and reforms in many other
fields. New agencies and new policies demanded
new people and new capabilities. If professors
did not get most of the new jobs, their students
did.

only the
T first stage of the Rooseveltian was
breakthrough
HE N E W DEAL, HOWEVER,

for the intellectuals. As the New Deal waned,
the influence of its intellectuals declined. But
for the Second World War, the United States
might have gone through another cyclical
movement of intellectuals in and out of government favour. The War completed the process
which the New Deal began. With or without
the New Deal, the War would have brought in
intellectuals en masse. The First World War had
already shown the way, but it had not gone so
far because it had not lasted long enough (for
the United States) and had not ended with the
assumption of American responsibility for the
fate of the world or at least the Western world.
American intellectuals supported the Second
World War with greater unity and enthusiasm.
The new War agencies swallowed up thousands of
older and younger intellectuals. Well over a
hundred new agencies of the executive branch
were formed during the course of the War.
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Many of the post-War intellectuals were infected
with the political virus in these agencies, never
to recover. The distinguished politicised intellectuals who came out of the Office of Strategic
Services (or O.S.S., predecessor of the C.I.A.)
could easily staff one or more good-sized
universities.
The War and its aftermath produced a new
type of American intellectual in politics. The
earlier variety had almost always been brought
in to advise on domestic policies, such as financial
reform or criminal justice. "The Inquiry" of
Wilson's day had been devoted to foreign affairs,
but it had not been given an opportunity to do
much beyond preparing documents and memoranda for the peace negotiations; and it had not
been able to perpetuate itself.
Now a new breed of politicised intellectuals
appeared—the foreign-affairs intellectuals. What
had been a fairly small field became a minor
industry with branches in international politics,
international economics, international arms proliferation and control, foreign aid, area specialisation, and the like. Exotic fields could attract
hundreds of specialists virtually overnight and
flourish as long as the government or foundations
were willing to subsidise them. If anything more
were needed to reinvigorate the War-time and
post-War boom in the procreation, care and
feeding of politicised intellectuals, the Truman
Doctrine of 1947 and the Marshall Plan of 1948
came just in time. They enabled large numbers
of American intellectuals to fan out all over the
world at government expense, scattering their
largesse and advice far and wide. It was also a
time for some to learn the difference between
Meursault and Montrachet. All this has nothing
to do with whether the War, the Doctrine, or
the Plan were good or necessary; most American
intellectuals thought they were. What is more to
the point for our purpose is that they provided
the political, structural and material foundation
for the new breed of intellectuals. A different
kind of United States was needed to produce a
different kind of intellectual in politics. The
rise of the United States as a pre-eminent world
power was a necessary condition for the rise
of the intellectual as an eminent political force
in the United States.
NEVERTHELESS, THE PENDULUM continued

to

swing. The upsurge of McCarthyism in 1950
and the defeat of Adlai Stevenson by General
Eisenhower for the presidency in 1952 gave
intellectuals in general and politicised intellectuals in particular a feeling of rejection if not
persecution. Writing in the midst of the Eisenhower period, C. Wright Mills did not consider
intellectuals to be part of "the power elite'",
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barely bothered to discuss them at all and then
only to dismiss them contemptuously as "hired
men." 15
Towards the end of Eisenhower's administration, a survey of opinion of social science professors showed that most of them were convinced
that the professoriat was not "much appreciated"
by businessmen and congressmen.16 In 1959,
Professor Seymour Martin Lipset was impressed
by the self-pity and the self-image of low status
among intellectuals, neither of which he believed
was justified by the evidence. Other indications
supported a more optimistic view. By 1958, of
the 14 US Senators who had taught in some
college or university, nine might be classified as
professors, a higher percentage than ever before.
One writer claimed that the Eisenhower administration employed more professors than the New
Deal had ever done. In 1959, one of the most
astute observers, Professor David Riesman, held
that the status of intellectuals was "good and
getting better." And soon after the end of the
Eisenhower years, the one authority on the
American Establishment revealed that "the
presidents and senior professors of the great
Eastern universities frequently constitute themselves as ad hoc Establishment committees."
Since he also confessed that the only thing we
can apparently know about the Establishment is
that it exists, it was not altogether clear just
what importance should be attributed to these
self-constituted committees. Still, even to be
mentioned in such high and mighty company
suggested that the status of some university
presidents and senior professors had risen
spectacularly despite all the pessimism and
discontent of the Eisenhower period.17

else, most of the article was a cry of pain at the
way policymakers mishandled and misunderstood intellectuals. Kissinger's catalogue of
woes was revelatory—
"the intellectual is rarely found at the level where
decisions are made. . . . It is the executive who
determines in the first place whether he needs
advice . . . he [the intellectual] is asked to solve
problems, not to contribute to the definition of
goals . . . in short, all too often what the policymaker wants from the intellectual is not ideas but
endorsement."
The great problem for the intellectual, according
to Kissinger, was to decide whether to participate
in the political process as an intellectual or as an
administrator. If he chose the role of intellectual,
it was essential for him
"to retain the freedom to deal with the policymaker
from a position of independence, and to reserve the
right to assess the policymaker's demands in terms
of his own standards."

Kissinger in 1959 had already had a good deal
of experience dealing with policymakers from a
position of independence which, in practice,
meant staying out of the administration and
dispensing advice to those in both parties who
asked for it. The Kissinger of 1959 still thought
like an intellectual in politics; it took ten more
years and the temptation of office to make him
more like an intellectual politician. As one reads
the 1959 article, one is not sure that the earlier
Kissinger would have approved of the later
Kissinger.
In any case, the cyclical theory as interpreted
by Professor Arthur Schlesinger put the 1950s
on the downward swing. It may well be, however,
that the cyclical theory operated, but on a
higher and higher plane. Thus the Eisenhower
period was a letdown from the heady Roosevelt
A N ARTICLE OF PARTICULAR INTEREST, owing to
and Truman years but still represented an
the future career of its author, appeared in 1959.
advance over pre-Roosevelt times. Another
It was called "The Policymaker and the Inpossibility is that intellectuals in politics do not
tellectual" and was written by Henry A. Kissinger,
count
other intellectuals who have the wrong
at the time of publication a Lecturer in Governkind of politics.
ment at Harvard and already knowledgeable
Professor David Riesman proved to be right.
from personal experience about the vicissitudes
It did not take long for the political status of
of intellectuals in politics.18
intellectuals to get better, indeed, better than
Kissinger thought that a case could be made
ever. When John F. Kennedy was elected Preseven then that "in some respects the intellectual
ident in 1960, he was not the intellectuals' first
has never been more in demand" by policychoice. Most of them preferred Adlai Stevenson
makers. As much autobiographical as anything
and distrusted Kennedy. By winning over two of
Stevenson's most important intellectual backers
16
C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite (1956), p. 351. (Arthur Schlesinger and John Kenneth Galbraith),
"Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Wagner Thielens, Jr.,
Kennedy turned the intellectual tide in his
The
Academic Mind (1958), p. 12.
17
Daedalus, Summer 1959, p. 469. New York Times, favour. They preferred to pick a winner, an urge
9 November, 1958. John Fischer, Harper's, March
not conspicuously characteristic of previous
1958, p. 18. Daedalus, p. 492. Richard H. Rovere, generations of liberal intellectuals. In fact, the
The American Establishment and Other Reports,
Republican presidential candidate, Richard M.
Opinions and Speculations (1962), pp. 8-9.
18
Nixon, tried to stigmatise the Democrats as "the
The Reporter, 5 March 1959, pp. 30-35.
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party of Galbraith and Schlesinger and Bowles"
—not a bad score for the intellectuals, if only
it had been more accurate. This line of attack
showed that intellectuals were still functioning
as political whipping boys. In Schlesinger's view,
Kennedy himself was a latterday intellectual
politician "as politicians go"—possibly fainter
praise than was intended. Schlesinger also
explained why the intellectuals had changed
their attitude towards Kennedy from cold to hot
—"their gradual recognition of his desire to
bring the world of power and the world of ideas
together in alliance."19 A better diagnosis of the
passion for politics by Kennedy's intellectuals
would be hard to find; it suggests that the older
faith in the power of ideas had given way to the
newer preference for power and ideas. Kennedy's
closest aide, Theodore C. Sorensen, claimed that
Kennedy had appointed to important posts a
higher proportion of academicians (including
16 Rhodes scholars) than any other President
in history and even more than any European
government had ever done. Sorenson also boasted
that Kennedy's appointees had written more
books than the President—a fast reader at
twelve hundred words a minute—could read in
a four-year term.20 One dreads to think how
long it would have taken a President like Eisenhower to read the same number of books.

53

they could never be as happy with Johnson as
they had been with Kennedy, if only for stylistic
reasons. It is hard to imagine Johnson concluding
an informal talk with representatives of national
organisations by reading to them Blanche of
Castile's speech from King John, beginning with
the words:
"The sun's o'ercast with blood; fair day, adieu!...

"2S

Johnson's intellectuals were enormously productive during his first two years of domestic
reforms; the Viet Nam war destroyed him
politically and isolated them morally. One
historian of the period asserts that the defection
of "liberals and intellectuals"-—it is sometimes
hard to tell them apart in the literature—finished
off Johnson as a party leader and forced him to
abdicate.24 For once, a President needed intellectuals more than they needed him.

JOHNSON LOST the intellectuals;
LYNDON
Richard Nixon never had them. Nixon

would have had trouble with intellectuals even
if he had not been Nixon. He was a Republican,
and intellectuals have been allergic to Republicans at least since the New Deal. Nixon even
had trouble giving away jobs to well-known
intellectuals. Those few who took them felt as
isolated and embattled as if they had decided to
THE WHITE HOUSE WAS NOT the only source of
sacrifice themselves in a lost but somehow necesspolitical advancement for intellectuals in the
ary cause. Indeed, the best of Nixon's intellectransition from the 1950s to the 1960s. A former
tuals accepted his call to duty because he was
Rhodes Scholar, Representative John Brademas
the President and had a right to summon them
of Indiana, has related how he was told to play
to serve the country, not because they were
down his Harvard-Oxford background when he
particularly fond of him. Professor Kissinger
first ran for office in 1954. Four years later, his
was notoriously dubious about Nixon's qualilocal backers were urging citizens to "vote for
fications before proximity in the White House
Brademas because he has afineeducation."21 By
made him change his mind. After Nixon's
the mid-1960s, almost a seventh of the members
disgrace, the intellectuals who had enjoyed his
22
of the US Senate were former professors.
favour in better times felt that he had betrayed
It may be said without exaggeration that prothem—not that they had betrayed themselves.
fessors, ex-professors, and would-be professors
What disturbed them was Watergate, not Viet
were all over Washington—in the White House,
Nam. In a sense, intellectuals never had so little
in the bureaucracy, in Congress and congressional
and yet so much power as under Nixon—so
staffs, in almost all levels of government.
little because most of them did not want it from
him and so much because they could now take
THEN THE CYCLICAL THEORY began to work
it or leave it.
again. President Lyndon B. Johnson had inIt is too soon to say much about President
herited many of Kennedy's intellectuals, but
Carter's intellectuals, except that they are all
over Washington again. By this time, intellec"Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., A Thousand Days tuals seem to have pre-empted some key govern(1965),
p. 109.
mental positions—Assistant for National Security
20
T
h
e
o d o r e C . Sorensen, Kennedy (1965), p . 246.
21
Affairs, Science Adviser, and Chairman of the
The Intellectual in Politics (ed. H. Malcolm
Council of Economic Advisers among others.
Macdonald,
1966),
pp.
103-104.
22
Arthur M . Schlesinger, Jr., The Crisis of ConfiAcademic economists have done especially we 1
dence
(1969), p . 79.
in the Carter administration. If we may trust that
23
Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, p . 725.
81
high authority, Professor Galbraith, a hard maa
William L . O'Neill, Coming Apart: An Informal
to please, President Carter has appointed no
History of America in the 1960s (1970), p . 146.
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fewer than four "professional economists of full
academic qualifications" as Secretary of the
Treasury, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of
Labor, and Chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers.25 It may be surmised, however,
that presidents have been turning to professional
economists not merely for their academic qualifications but because they enable them to avoid
appointing a businessman who might annoy
labour or a labour official who might annoy
business. The new Science Adviser, Professor
Frank Press, recently declared that "Jimmy
Carter doesn't have the fear of academics and
intellectuals" that several previous Presidents
are said to have had.26 Presumably we will now
find out whether intellectuals are better off when
they are not feared.
BY NOW, THE SUB-SPECIES which

Dr Ralf Dahrendorf, Director of the London School of
Economics, recently called "the important group
of those who 'straddle' academia and decision
making" has been recognised internationally.
The latest and most conspicuous straddler is
Professor Zbigniew Brzezinski, Dr Kissinger's
successor in the White House. The typical
straddler is most frequently found in research
institutes such as the Brookings Institution of
Washington, D.C., whose members must sometimes be confused about whether they are coming
from or going into the government. Straddlers
have become so indispensable in the modern
state that we may soon have, according to Dr
Dahrendorf, a Social Science Research Council
institute for policy research and a more modest
"LSE Brookings" in Britain as well as a
"European Brookings" and a "Third World Brookings."27 Professor Brzezinski prepared for his
present position by straddling in not one but two
such organisations—his own Research Institute
on International Change (originally Communist
Affairs) at Columbia University and his brainchild, the "Trilateral Commission", in which
he first attracted the attention of Governor
Jimmy Carter and vice versa. Straddling has
now been institutionalised to such an extent
that it must be considered the highest form of
life among intellectuals in politics.

DEEP STRUCTURAL CHANGES m u s t
SOME
have taken place in American society to

account for the change from the 19th century,
25
26
27
28

Esquire, M a y 1977, p . 70.
New York Times, 2 M a y 1977.
The Times (letter), 4 August 1977.
Daniel P . M o y n i h a n , The Politics of a Guaranteed Income (1973), p . 13.

when intellectuals were alienated from American
politics and politicians from intellectuals, to the
latter half of the 20th century, when a kind of
symbiosis has taken place between intellectuals
and politics. These changes are not uniquely
American but they have probably gone further
in the United States than anywhere else.
One of the deepest aspects of the change is the
shift in perspective from the past to the present.
The native habitat of scholars used to be the past;
real scholars did not go beyond 1789 or, in
extreme cases, the Renaissance or even the
Middle Ages. A few such purists remain but
they are a vanishing breed. The cult of the
present has almost replaced the cult of the past.
When intellectuals go into politics they go into
the world of the present, the pragmatic, the
manageable. As a result,fieldssuch as economics,
political science, and sociology, which are
themselves concerned almost wholly with the
present or recent past, make the most fertile
breeding grounds for intellectuals in politics.
Such intellectuals do not have to jump from the
past to the present; they jump from the study
of the present to the practice of the present—
and then jump back to the study of their own
practice. The university has become a preparatory school for government, and government has become the ultimate in post-professorial
education. Professor Moynihan is an extreme
case in point. He spent 13 of the 20 years between
1950 and 1970 in government. Reflecting on this
background, he has confided that "as a teacher
I find these experiences are the largest store of
knowledge on which I have to draw.... " a 8
Teachers have long taught politics; some now
teach their own experiences in politics. It becomes
virtually impossible to draw a line between intellectual work and political work.
I HAVE MENTIONED are not the only
ones which have made this temporal leap. They
at least were always located mainly in the present.
But what shall we say of the transformation
that has taken place in anthropology? When I
went to school it was still thought to be the study
of primitive societies. Not long ago, however, I
sat next to a young woman studying at a large
American university. I politely inquired what she
was doing. "Anthropology", she said. "And
what kind of anthropology?" I asked. She replied
she was doing a dissertation on one of the "new
towns" that have sprung up in the United States
—so new that it is still not quite finished. The
anthropologists, having exhausted or having
been expelled from the society of primitives,
have invaded the society of the present, thus
creating an awkward situation for the sociologists, who presumably should take revenge by
THE FIELDS
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moving from the present to the past. We are
obviously in the presence of an intellectual
transmutation that goes far beyond politics but
is particularly conducive to participation in
politics.
Sociologists know when they have a good
thing and have no intention of giving up their
stranglehold on the present. An American
sociological journal recently asked a group of
sociologists what they expected from the Carter
administration. Some replies were euphoric.
Congress, one experienced practitioner jubilated,
"is increasingly dependent on the products of
social science research." Some Congressional
committee reports are stuffed with it. The
executive branch increasingly finds that it can
hardly get along without sociological research.
"In learning to live with an all-volunteer army, for
example, the army is calling on social scientists to
study how to deal with race and sex. The Army
Corps of Engineers is calling on social scientists to
help it understand the impact of its projects on
communities. The State Department needs sociological research not only for briefing foreign affairs
officers, but also in administering Agency International Development programs.. . . "
Another sociologist lamented that the government was driving out "the amateur in the social
science business" by supporting large-scale
research institutions which
"are geared to the major consumer—the government—... understand the cost guidelines . . . know
how to do business in Washington."
He was, however, somewhat cynical about the
outcome—"the bulk of academics will be used
as window-dressing for the proposals that are
written." Another professor thought that "the
long latent lust for being close to power—or at
least the trappings of power", which gripped
academics and intellectuals during the KennedyJohnson years, and went underground with
Nixon and Ford, was staging a comeback with
Carter. He looked forward to the emergence of
a new type of "born-again" social scientist,
committed to political action with "open political
values." A fourth foresaw the evanescence of
"a good many of the former reservations about
government funds and consultancies, expressed
in academia with such fervour in the late 1960s
and 1970s." Well-known scholars were worrying
that the government would not lavish enough of
its largesse on the academic community. "Gone,
apparently, are all the qualms." Here, apparently,
is a new generation of intellectuals awaiting its
turn at the political trough. 29
"' Professors Jessie Bernard, George Sternlieb,
Brady Tyson and William Glade, Society, May-June
1977, pp. 8-21.
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THUS FAR I HAVE EMPHASISED the intellectual

shift from the past to the present. Intellectuals
who go into politics, however, make an even
greater leap in time. After all, intellectuals almost
always work for politicians—and politicians
live in the present for the future. I am always
astonished at the kind of questions that government officials and politicians ask. What they want
are prophets, not historians. Politicians are
always worried about policy—what to do to
meet this-or-that problem or eventuality. They
want to know what is going to happen if they
take this action or adopt that strategy. Policy
is the politician's game, and policy is futureoriented. Intellectuals cross an invisible line
into politics whenever they get into policy.
Yet it is at that point that they really begin to
interest politicians, who may listen patiently to
the background of a problem but wish desperately to get to the foreground.
As a result, intellectual trends and fashions
have been following political needs and conditions. We now have, for example, an academic
field known as "public policy" or "policy
studies." In one branch of this field, a school of
thought interprets the making of foreign policy
largely in terms of "bargaining" between bureaucrats in the government hierarchy. Whatever
we may think of this "Bureaucratic-Politics
model," as it is called, it is clearly an intellectual
child of the times. It reflects the preoccupation
of intellectuals with policy, in part because
intellectuals are increasingly called on to pronounce on policy, in part as a result of their
increased experience with it.
Or consider the ups-and-downs of the field
known as "Area Studies." It shot up in the
1950s when the United States was drawn in—or
drew itself in—to virtually every area in the
world often without preparation, personnel,
or policy. For about a decade, no self-respecting
university could get along without "area specialists"—South-east Asia, East Africa, West Africa,
Middle East, Far East, Latin America, etc., or
any portion thereof. By the end of the 1960s,
area studies went into decline; many of its
former practitioners have turned to more promising fields. One reason for the popularity of
area studies had been the availability of funds
from the government or wealthy foundations;
as soon as these lost interest, the programmes
shrivelled. Another reason for their decline was
the growing reluctance of many areas, especially
in Africa, to let Americans, particularly anthropologists, roam freely in villages, asking all
sorts of suspicious or outlandish questions—
from the point of view of the natives. The rise
and decline of Area Studies was at least as much
politically as intellectually motivated.
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The same intellectual cycle of rise and decline
has characterised Russian studies, Chinese
studies, Latin American studies, and guerrillawarfare studies—to name but a few. Government
policy has not always been the main reason for
such fluctuations. In the case of Russian studies,
the New Left wave at the end of the 1960s was
partially responsible for their decline by spreading the word thait the Soviet Union had become
conservative, unfashionable, boring. These academic trends behave like the stock market; their
intellectual stocks go up and down depending
on the public's interest and investment in them.
Other structural changes in society have also
changed the role of intellectuals in government.
In the past half century or so, three great proliferations have taken place, so familiar that I
need only mention them—the proliferation of
government, of the so-called knowledge industries, and of colleges and universities. Each of
these proliferations produced a demand for more
and more trained personnel, at least some of
whom may be classified as intellectuals. By now
the American government has become so pervasive that even the Carter administration, which
came in committed to cutting it back, seems to
be giving up in despair. The three proliferations
add up to a new or at least a very different social
order, for which no one has yet been able to
come up with a good name. The most popular
name—"the Post-Industrial society"—tells us
what it followed, not what it is. A crisis in the
social order brought American intellectuals into
politics; a change in the social order has kept
them there in larger and larger numbers.

H owAmerican politics?
IMPORTANT

ARE

intellectuals

in

The short answer is, I think, that they are
generally as important as politicians want them
to be. Intellectuals may have influence but they
almost never haive power. President Truman is
supposed to have said: "I think intellectuals in
government are great as long as there's an old
pro to tell them what to do." Intellectuals may
find this Trurnanesque candour offensive or
demeaning, but it comes out of long, hard
experience and cannot be easily rejected. Politics
demands 60-40 decisions, even 55-45, and in
extreme cases 51-49. Politicians who cannot
make such decisions do not get to or stay at the
top. For intellectuals, such decisions may be
agonising, often impossible. If the odds are so
close, it is intellectually better to reserve judgment, wait for more evidence, report results
80

Arthur Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, pp.
249-55, 297.

without prejudice. Thus it has become the accepted
function of intellectuals in government to present
the available options as; fairly and fully as possible,
but to let the "old pro" decide on which option
to adopt. The way options are presented may
influence the decision. Still, presenting is not the
same thing as deciding, and responsibility goes to
the political decision-maker, not the intellectual
option-merchant.
On the other hand, intellectuals are not likely
to do much good until they lose their awe for the
"old pro."
The experience of Professor Schlesinger in the
case of the ill-fated Bay of Pigs expedition in
1960 should be a warning to all intellectuals new
to government. Arthur Schlesinger was officially
designated a Special Assistant to President
Kennedy without specific duties; he thought of
himself as a "historian-participant", itself a new
intellectual-political role. As a newcomer to the
government, he was given the assignment of
writing a White Paper to justify the attempt to
overthrow Castro. It was a pretty good paper,
but it had little relation to the political realities
behind the enterprise: Schlesinger himself thought
that the project was ill-conceived and privately
expressed his opposition to President Kennedy.
In the critical discussions at which the heads of
the CIA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Departments of State and Defense were present,
Schlesinger said little. Later he explained why:
"It is one thing for a Special Assistant to talk
frankly in private to a President at his request and
another for a college professor, fresh to government, to interpose his unassisted judgment in open
meeting against that of such augustfiguresas the
Secretaries of State and Defence and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, each speaking with the full weight
of his institution behind him."
The fiasco changed all that. "The Bay of Pigs
gave us license for the impolite inquiry and the
rude comment", Schlesinger recalled, no doubt
with grim satisfaction.30 That was probably the
last time he was overawed by anyone.
One of the things an "old pro" tells intellectuals
to do is to write speeches for him. Professor
Raymond Moley, the original Brain Truster, will
probably be remembered most for inserting three
words, "the Forgotten Man", in a campaign
speech for Franklin I). Roosevelt in April 1932.
The phrase was not original with him; it had first
been used in a different context by the sociologist,
William Graham Sumner; presumably, however,
it took an intellectual to remember the words in
the first place. But would they have reverberated
in the same way if Moley, the intellectual, not
Roosevelt the politician, had spoken them in his
own name?
Then there is Professor Galbraith who wrote a
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draft for the inaugural address of President
Kennedy in January 1961. Kennedy seems to have
used little more than one sentence. Galbraith
later commented ruefully on the fate of his draft:
"A ghost-writer is like an unloved dog in31a poor
family. He must be content with scraps."
More than one intellectual has felt like an
unloved dog in a politician's extended family.
Still, intellectuals must get a great deal of satisfaction from ghost-writing-—they do so much of it.
It may well be the ultimate expression of the
intellectual's role in politics—words, not actions;
ideas without responsibility.
Intellectuals as idea men and as talent scouts
—their two other favourite occupations—obey
the same rules of the game.
INTELLECTUALS propose; politicians dispose. To
be successful, the intellectual must often propose
just what the politician wants him to propose.
"I've been an adviser of the President", Professor
Paul A. Samuelson, the eminent economist,
recently confessed:
"You sometimes have the impression that you call
the shots, but as you think about it you realise that
you are selected because your brand of moonshine,
of snake oil, sits well
on the scalp or in the stomach
of the President."32
To say that intellectuals have become important
is largely to say that they have become important
to politicians. To gain real power, the intellectual
must become a politician. The only independent
source of power in the American system comes
from having a constituency, and most intellectuals have a constituency of one—themselves.
Thus Senator Moynihan, after having suffered
repeated frustrations in appointive offices, sought
and won an elective office. His case suggests how
really powerless—if real power is understood to
be the power of decision—an appointed intellectual can be and what he can do about it. One
sociologist was so elated by Dr Moynihan's
election to the Senate that he celebrated it as the
beginning of "a new era of seeking and winning
office" by social scientists. In this latest of new
eras for the intellectual in politics, "if social
scientists want to, they may begin appointing the
lawyers—a long overdue switch in roles." 33 One
might almost imagine that the real struggle for
power was between intellectuals and lawyers.
PROFESSOR-AMBASSADOR-SENATOR

MOYNIHAN

is

one of our two most celebrated intellectuals in
31
John Kenneth Galbraith, Ambassador's Journal
(1969),
p. 16.
38
Interview in Challenge, March-April 1977, p. 31.
33
Irving Louis Horowitz, Society, May-June 1977,
p. 22.
"New York Times, 16 April 1977.
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politics. His career merits a little closer examination because he illustrates a number of different
types of the species. For years he went in and out
of university and government; in this phase, he
was what may be called an "in-and-outer", which
is what most intellectuals in government are. In
this capacity, he set something of a record by
impartially serving Presidents as different as
Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon in succession.
Professional politicians must envy his survival
rate; no politician has ever given a better
exhibition of how to survive the downfall of at
least two presidential patrons and come out on
top on his own. As Senator, Pat Moynihan is
presumably in politics to stay, though one cannot
be sure of anything in his case—he recently
referred to himself, perhaps jokingly, as a
"displaced professor." In effect, he illustrates two
paths of the intellectual—from in-and-outer to
stay-in, and from the appointive to the elective.
The question arises whether Senator Moynihan
is still an intellectual in politics. This question
was implicitly raised by Mr James Reston, who
holds the Chair of Political Commentary endowed by the New York Times. Mr Reston
recently remarked that Dr Moynihan had
markedly changed since he was elected to the
United States Senate. Before putting on his
senatorial toga (according to Reston) Moynihan
"saw the world as a whole and was almost
recklessly honest in defining America's widest
possible interests." Now, as Senator from New
York, Moynihan has been advocating a limitation on foreign imports on behalf of the hardpressed garment industry in New York. As a
result, Reston concluded sorrowfully, Moynihan
is fighting for the interests of his particular ragtrade constituents and "defending their local,
personal and political concerns", as he apparently would not have done in the old days when
he could still afford to see the world as a whole
and be almost recklessly honest. 34 Now (if we
believe Mr Reston) Senator Moynihan has to see
the world through the eyes of his constituents and
be as honest as their interests will permit. Thus
Moynihan illustrates the distinction between an
intellectual in politics and an intellectual politician.
M O Y N I H A N figured in another
SENATOR
recent incident which tells much about the

difference between a pure-and-simple imellectual,
an appointed intellectual, and an elected intellectual. The story is worth relating in some detail
because it concerns two intellectuals in politics in
the same field but cast in different roles.
Dr Moynihan went to work for President
Nixon in 1969 as Assistant for Urban Affairs.
His job entailed responsibility for drawing up a
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plan for the reform of the welfare system. It took
almost seven months for the Nixon administration to present Congress with a project, known
as the "Family Assistance Plan", which provided
for a guaranteed annual income. The plan was
shot down in the United States Senate, and
Dr Moynihan published a book in 1973 (The
Politics of a Guaranteed Income) about the
politics which had killed it. In that same year,
Professor Henry J. Aaron put out a staff paper
entitled Why is Welfare So Hard to Reform? for
the Brookings Institution. Moynihan's book
might have had the same title.
During the 1976 presidential campaign, Dr
Moynihan as a member of the Democratic
platform committee was instrumental in writing
into the platform a commitment for an "income
maintenance system", another form of his old
guaranteed-annual-income plan. The newly elected Senator Moynihan also succeeded in getting
a seat on the important Senate Finance Committee and in heading its Subcommittee on Public
Assistance to consider the promised Carter
reform of the welfare system. Meanwhile,
Professor Aaron was appointed Assistant Secretary of the Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare (HEW) in charge of welfare. Thus
the two authors of 1973 found themselves in
different political positions in 1977.
On 25 April of this year, Senator Moynihan
learned that the administration bill would not be
ready by 1 May as he had expected and that only
a statement of principles would be forthcoming
by that date. The delay was sorely disappointing.
It meant that his subcommittee would not be able
to hold early hearings on the bill as he had
planned. The urgency of such hearings was not
apparent inasmuch as the Majority Leader,
Senator Robert Byrd, had already put off
welfare reform in favour of energy legislation for
at least that session of Congress. In any case,
Senator Moynihan blew up at the news of the
administration's delay. In his wrath, he told
reporters that "you can draft that bill in the
morning"—the sort of bill which had taken him
almost seven months to draft for President Nixon
without getting Congress to approve it and which
the Carter administration was expected to draft in
only four months.
The chief culprit, according to Senator
Moynihan, was Assistant Secretary of HEW
Aaron. Referring to Professor Aaron's staff
paper of 1973, Senator Moynihan exploded:

Senator Moynihan seemed to have forgotten that
Professor Moynihan had also produced a wonderful book in 1973 telling why he couldn't do the
same things.
After Senator Moynihan's public denunciation,
Assistant Secretary Aaron was clearly in trouble.
So Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs Eileen
Shanahan came to Assistant Secretary Aaron's
assistance by announcing that the staff paper of
1973 no longer reflected the latter's views.
This cautionary tale shows how dangerous it is
for intellectuals to write books before becoming
government officials. But if they did not write
books, how would they become intellectuals?
There is no easy way out of this dilemma. We
have here two former professors who, as intellectuals, were not so very far apart. As Senator
and Assistant Secretary, however, they moved
into positions of antagonism. The Senator forgot
how embarrassing the written word had more
than once been for him. The Assistant Secretary
decided—or had it decided for him—that it was
better to repudiate his book than endanger his
job.
Three months later, the Carter administration
finally produced its new welfare programme.
Senator Moynihan immediately called it "magnificent, superbly crafted", without waiting for
any hearings on the proposed bill by his subcommittee.35
Senators, then, have political "muscle" and
"clout." Assistant Secretaries do not. Senator
Moynihan had himself been an Assistant Secretary not so long ago. It is interesting to speculate
what would have happened if the roles had been
reversed—if Senator Aaron had denounced
Assistant Secretary M^oynihan. Probably they
would have acted out their respective roles in
much the same way; the rules of the game put an
Assistant Secretary at a disadvantage in confrontation with a Senator, especially the head of
just the subcommittee that must pass on the
Assistant Secretary's handiwork.
more
T celebrated intellectual in politics,even
Henry A.
HAT LESS POLYMORPHOUS BUT

Kissinger, suggests another side of the phenomenon. The species is apt to suffer from a rare form
of psychological conflict. As Secretary of State,
Dr Kissinger lived with an acute case of this
subtle affliction. In an interview with James
Reston, Dr Kissinger said that he thought of
himself as a historian more than as a statesman.
For our present purposes, we may interpret this
"This is HEW at it again. They produce wonderful
books telling you why you can't do things."
to mean that he thought of himself as an intellectual more than as a politician. As a historian,
Secretary Kissinger explained, one had to be a
36
This story can be followed in the Washington
Post, 26 and 27 April, 8 August 1977, and the New pessimist or, to use his exact words, "one has to
live with a sense of the inevitability of tragedy "
York Times, 26 April.
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But as a statesman, he said, one had to be
optimistic or, again in his own words, "one has to
act on the assumption that problems must be
solved
" 36 Who was the real Kissinger, the
pessimistic historian-intellectual or the optimistic
statesman-politician? One suspects that the real
Kissinger thought of himself as an intellectual
pessimist but felt that he had to pretend to be a
statesmanlike optimist. In any case, Kissinger
could not lose. If he succeeded, the statesmanpolitician was right; if he failed, the historianintellectual was right.
Nor was this the only evidence of an unresolved
conflict in Kissinger's intellectual makeup. On the
one hand, he was forever calling for "concepts" in
the formation of foreign policy. On the other
hand, he insistently maintained that "nuances"
were what really counted. He never explained
how concepts can be crucial if nuances are allimportant.
It may be objected that Dr Kissinger was an
exception to the rule that appointed officials lack
real power of decision. If he was an exception,
however, no great generalities can be drawn from
him. It is not yet possible to be sure just how
exceptional he was throughout the eight years
that he served under Presidents Nixon and Ford.
We are most likely going to find out that he did
what Nixon wanted him to do, and he did not do
what Nixon did not want him to do, until the
Watergate crisis of 1973. He became more and
more independent of the presidency as the
President came closer and closer to selfdestruction. Kissinger was the product and
beneficiary of an afflicted system. Yet he somehow contrived to be in and out of it at the same
time. The sicker the system became, the more
indispensable he appeared to be. He was its
symptom far more than its cure.
In any case, it will take some time to disentangle Kissinger's publicity from his power.
Favoured writers paid him back to the point of
inanity. For example, one virulently anti-Israel
book on the Arab-Israeli conflict (based in large
part on some 25 interviews with Kissinger and
two of his closest aides as well as on secret
documents secretly leaked) told readers that
"Kissinger was in real measure running the
world" during the Yom Kippur war in October
1973.3' The whole world? Brezhnev's Russia?
Mao's China? Castro's Cuba? Even Indira's
India? Still, one can only regard with awe an
intellectual who was voted "the greatest person in
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the world today" by the Miss Universe contestants in 1974.38
I am inclined to think that Kissinger's power
over the American media was greater than his
power over anything else. I doubt whether
future historians will agree with a court biography
which was written with his help and which
flattered him in these terms: "He is a professor
who had been given the unique opportunity to
put his theories into practice and to shape
history."39 The pre-Nixonian Kissinger had
anti-detente theories but did not put them into
practice; the Nixonian Kissinger improvised one
theory of detente after another to suit his
practice; the post-Nixonian Kissinger warned in
effect that detente in theory was Soviet expansionism in practice, as demonstrated by the SovietCuban intervention in Angola. How much
history was actually shaped by Kissinger has
become more and more dubious as less and less
of his handiwork remains. It looks as if the
further we get away from Kissinger's accomplishments, the more insubstantial and ephemeral they
appear to be. The more illusions a statesman
inspires about himself, the more disillusionment
he invites from future historians. The latter may
even have trouble figuring out what all the
excitement was about or what Kissinger did to
earn it. As a shaper of history, Kissinger was
most successful in shaping his own histrionics,
not history.
Yet Kissinger's self-aggrandisement paid off in
a little noted way. In the transition from the
Nixon to the Ford presidency, Kissinger emerged
as the critical element of continuity and stability.
That President Ford should have had to announce
without delay that he was keeping Kissinger in
office testified to the independent role that
Kissinger had achieved. Unfortunately, this feat
was predicated on the degeneration and disintegration of the political regime of which he had
been an integral part and to which he had lent
some respectability. How he managed to save his
political skin was a tribute to the political, not
the intellectual, side of his personality. Whatever
the reason or the means, he was thereby able to
help the country though a dangerous moment. It
may well come to be regarded as the time when
he did the least and gave the most.
HAT DOES THE FUTURE HOLD for intel-

W lectuals in politics? The high point for the

species was probably reached during the Kennedy
years and for an individual by Henry Kissinger
York Times, 13 October 1974.
Edward R. F. Sheehan, The Arabs, Israelis, and during the Nixon years. The intellectual comKissinger (1976), p. 38.
ponent in the Carter administration is still large
"Leslie H. Gelb, New York Times Magazine, enough to indicate that there has been no great
3139October 1976, p. 79.
Marvin Kalb and Bernard Kalb, Kissinger change for the worse. The ubiquity and complexity of the modern state assure a continuing
(1974), p. 544.
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need for intellectuals—fully licensed, semi-,
quasi- and pseudo-.
But American intellectuals themselves have
changed. When they first invaded the government
in large numbers, they were filled with selfconfidence. The economists forged into the lead,
setting an example of worldly success and
mathematical precision. Much that happened in
the other social "sciences" was imitative of or at
least inspired by them. By 1973, the economists
again led the way—in retreat. That year the new
President of the American Economic Association,
Professor Walter Heller, former Chairman of the
Council of Economic Advisers, spoke for the
profession when he said:
"Economists are distinctly in a period of reexamination. The energy crisis caught us with our
parameters down. The food crisis caught us too.
This was a year of infamy in inflation forecasting.
There are many things we really don't know."
Such uncertainty still characterises the intellectual mood, and not only of economists. One of
our best sociological minds, Professor Daniel
Bell, has recently put into words what is common
knowledge—"the social-science knowledge to
design a proper health system, or a housing
environment, or a good educational curriculum,
40
"The Future World Disorder: The Structural
Context of Crisis", in Foreign Policy, Summer 1977,
p. 120.

is inadequate." 40 If intellectuals cannot cope with
these tasks, they are in much greater trouble than
at any time since the great breakthrough almost
half-a-century ago. The quantity of intellectuals
in politics may not change much, but the quality
of their work is being downgraded by the intellectuals themselves.
If the intellectuals do not watch out, they may
bear out the low opinion of experts expressed
exactly one hundred years ago by Lord
Salisbury, who knew something of politics:
"No lesson seems to be so deeply inculcated by
the experience of life as that you should never trust
in experts. If you believe the doctors nothing is
wholesome; if you believe the theologians nothing
is innocent; if you believe the soldiers nothing is
safe."
He might have gone on to say: if you believe the
intellectuals, nothing is right.
The difficulty is that there is no good substitute
for "experts" and "intellectuals." If they are not
to be trusted, who should be? They may not be
trusted as much as before, but society and
government are likely to be just as dependent on
them in the foreseeable future. The reason is that
the intellectuals are but the most articulate, selfconscious repositories of the accumulated learning and experience of a society. If the intellectuals
are in trouble, they are not the only ones; the
society is in trouble.

Cat-man to His Dog
What's appealing, and also boring, about dogs
Is that they're natural party members:
Faithful, true, but amoral in their loyalty
And readiness to savage the opposition.
They're born card-carriers, whether Fascist
(Like Hitler's alsatians) or Marxo-Fascist
Or just plain Tail-Wagger, their nature calls
For a membership symbol on their collar.
Properly trained, they will happily attack
On command, and are only obeying orders
When they salivate round frontier guards
Who set them on to cowering refugees.
My dog, you look wistfully over your paws:
Are you regretting a collective cause,
The fact that I belong to a party of one
And that you're missing some dirty fun?

Matthew Mitchell
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