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PREFACE 

I T  I S  A R E M A R K A B L E  F A C T  about the United States that it fought 
a civil war without ~lndergoing a change in its form of government. 
The  Constitution was not abandoned during the American Civil War; 
elections were not suspended; there was no coup d'etat. The  wclr was 
fought to preserve the system of government that had been estab- 
lished at the nation's founding-to prove, in fact, that the system was 
\vorth prcseniitig, that the idea of democracy had not failed. This is 
the meaning of the Gettysburg Addrcss and of the great fighting cry 
of the North. "Union." And the  system was preserved; the union did 
sunlive. But in almost every other respect, the United States became 
a different country. The  war alone did not make America modern, 
but the war marks the birth of modern America. 

As a political and economic event, the transformation is not hard 
to see or dilficult to explain. Secession allowed the North, for four 
vears, to set the terms for national expansion without interference 
from the South, and the wartime Congress did not let the opportu- 
nity slip. That Congress was one of the most active in American his- 
tory. It supported scientific training and research; it established the 
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first system of national taxation and created the first significant na- 
tional currency; it made possible the construction of public universi- 
ties and the completion of the transcontinental railway It turned the 
federal goo\~ernmmt into the legislative engine of social and economic 
progress. And it helped to win a war. The military defeat of the Con- 
federacy made the Republican Party the dominant force in national 
politics after 1865, and the Rep~lblican Part!! was the champion of 
business. For more than thirty years, a strong central government 
protected and promoted the ascendance of industrial capitalism and 
the way of life associated with it-the way of life we call "modern." 

To this extent, the outcome of the Civil \Var was a validation, as 
Lincoln had hoped it ~ l o u l d  be, of the American experiment. Except 
for one thing, which is that people who live in democratic societies 
are not supposed to settle their disagreements by killing one another. 
For the generation that lived through it, the Civil \.liar was a terrible 
and traumatic experience. It tore a hole in their lives. To some of 
them, the war seemed not just a failure of democracy, bc~t a failure of 
culture, a failure of ideas. As traumatic wars do-as the First \World 
War would do for many Europeans sixty years later, and as the Viet- 
nam War would do for many Americans a hundred years later-the 
Civil War discredited tlie beliefs and assumptions of the era that pre- 
ceded it. Those beliefs had not prcvented the country from going to 
war; they had not prepared it for the astonishing violence the war Lin- 
leashed; they seemed absurdly obsolete in the ne\v, postwar world. 
The  Civil War swept away the slave civilization of the South, but it 
swept away almost the whole intellectual culture of the North along 
with it. It took nearly half a century for the United States to develop 
a culture to replace it, to find a set of ideas, and a \\lay of thinking, 
that would help people cope with the conditions of modern life. That 
struggle is the subject of this book. 

There are many paths through this story. The  one that is followed 
here runs t h r o ~ ~ g h  the lives of four people: Oliver Wendell Holmes, 
William James, Charles S. Peirce, and John Dewey. These people 
had highly distinctive personalities, and they did not always agree 
with one another, but their careers intersected at  many points, and 
together they \yere more responsible than any other group for moving 

American thought into the modern world. They not only had an un- 
paralleled influence on other writers and thinkers; they had an enor- 
mous influence on American life. Their ideas changed the way 
Americans thought-and continue to think-about education, 
democracy, liberty, justice, and tolerance. And as a consequence, 
they changed tlie \\lay Americans live-the way they learn, the way 
they express their views, the way they understand themsel\[es, and 
the way they treat people who are different from themselves. We are 
still living, to a great extent, in a countl-), these thinkers helped to 
make.' 

Within t h ~ s  claim for the importance of Holmes, James, Peirce, 
and Dewey and the work they did, there is a point about the nature 
of intellectual culture. It is a point, in fact, which is very much a part 
of their legacy. There is a difference between an idea and an ideology 
The suggestion that Holmes, James, Peirce, and Dewey were the first 
modern thinkers in the United States-that they helped put Ameri- 
cans into a better relation with the conditions of modern life-does 
not mean that their thought constituted a justification of those con- 
ditions. It did not. But it cannot be said that their thought stands in 
radical opposition to those conditions, either. I f  we are looking for al- 
ternative visions of American life in the decades following the Ci \d  
War, Holmes, James, Peirce, and Dewey are not the figures we would 
turn to. This has something to do, no  doubt, with their tempera- 
ments and their politics, but it is also a consequence of their attitude 
toward ideas. 

What was that attitude? I f  we strain out the differences, personal 
and philosophical, they had with one another, \we can say that what 
these four thinkers had in common was not a group of ideas, but a 
single idea-an idea about ideas. They all believed that ideas are not 
"out there" waiting to be discovered, but are tools-like forks and 
knives and nlicrochips-that people devise to cope with the world in 
which they find themselves. They believed that ideas are produced 
not by individuals, but by groups of individuals-that ideas are so- 
cial. They believed that ideas do not develop according to some inner 
logic of their own, but are entirely dependent, like germs, on their 
human carriers and the environment. And they believed that since 
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ideas are provisional responses to particular and unreproducible cir- 
cumstances, their survival depends not on their immutability but on 
their adaptability. 

The  belief that ideas should never become ideologies-either jus- 
tifying the status quo, or dictating some transcendent imperative for 
renouncing it-was the essence of what they taught. In many ways 
this was a liberating attitude, and it accounts for the popularity 
Holmes, James, and Dewey (Peirce is a special case) enjoyed in their 
lifetimes, and for the effect they had on a whole generation of 
judges, teachers, journalists, philosophers, psychologists, social sci- 
entists, law professors, and even poets. They taught a kind of skepti- 
cism that helped people cope with life in a heterogeneous, 
industrialized, mass-market society, a society in which older human 
bonds of custom and community seemed to have become attenu- 
ated, and to have been replaced by more impersonal networl<s of 
obligation and authority. But skepticism is also one of the qualities 
that make societies like that work. It is what permits the continual 
state of upheaval that capitalism thrives on. Holmes, James, Peirce, 
and Dewey helped to free thought from thralldoni to official ideolo- 
gies, of the church or the state or even the academy. There is also, 
though, implicit in what they wrote, a recognition of the limits of 
what thought can do in the struggle to increase human happiness. 

This book is an effort to write about these ideas in their own 
spirit-that is, to try to see ideas as always soaked through by the 
personal and social siti~ations in w h ~ c h  we find them. Holmes, 
James, Peirce, and Dewey were philosophers, and their work is part 
of the history of abstract thought. Its philosophical merits were con- 
tested in its own time, and they are contested today. This book is not 
a work of philosophical argument, though; it is a ~vork of h~storical 
interpretation. It describes a change in American life by looking at a 
change in its intellectual assumptions. Those assumptions changed 
because the country became a different place. As with every change, 
there was gain and there was loss. This story, if it has been told in the 
right way, should help make possible a better measure of both. 

PART ONE 


