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The Dollar Is KingT HE FIRST IS THE UNQUESTIONED SUPREMACY OF

economic over cultural capital in the American field of
power, a supremacy that is arguably more pronounced

today than at anytime in the past half-century. Few modern so-
cieties abide by rules of social competition and access to positions
of authoriry that so strongly favor money over knowledge, the
wallet (porte-monnaie) over the pen (porte-plume), and give such
abrupt precedence to big business over big ideas. The hegemony
of the haves is virtually complete when the paradigm of the mar-
ket imposes itself upon the totality of human activities and needs,
from the ans to the media, publishing, health, and education (the
fact that these are referred to as "industries" testifies to this), and
is elevated to the dignity of a collective ideal at the highest reaches
of a state exhorted by its head to transform itself into a mere ser-
vice provider for taxpayers.2

Today, it is no exaggeration to maintain that the political field it-
self is threatened in its very existence as a self-regulated sphere of
public decision as moneyed interests eat away at what litde sem-
blance of autonomy it retains. When the cost of running for a

party's presidential nomination exceeds a dozen million dollars,
when major lobbies buy themselves custom-made laws in full pub-
lic view and with full impunity in the manner of wealthy con-
sumers in a legislative department store, when cabinet members
and senior government officials come straight from the boards of
directors of leading financial and multinational corporations (to
which they prompdy return when their stint in government ends),
what remains of the pretense to serve the common good?3 The
forces of wealth overwhelm and mock those of civic virtue with an
ease and an arrogance that explain better than any political science
treatise why fewer than one of every rwo Americans bothers to go
to the voting booth-and one in seven among the poor, amount-
ing to the de facto reinstituting of the antiquated regime of the poll
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by the

feminists, 

black, Latino and Asian

students and

defenders of single mothers and

ing only by first establishing one's ranking in the hierarchy ofo{>-
pressions (whose endless multiplication and "democratic" plural-
ization leads to a strange flattening of all social divisions and
demands).

Weakened and disoriented by the neo-conservative Blitzkrieg,
feminists, black, Latino and Asian militants, unionists, advocates
of children's rights and the homeless, students and public em-
ployees, defenders of single mothers and immigrants, gay activists,
each becomes mobilized on their own narrow turf, follows their
particular{istic) strategy, and aims at distinct goals without suffi-
cient concern for the synergy of agendas and the overall coherence
of their lines ofaction.5

The retreating battalions of the social movements that shook
the very foundations of America's socioracial order in the Sixties
are now reduced to a rag-tag band of snipers who threaten no one
but themselves, when they do not play into their opponent' sstrat-
egy by serving as emblematic foil for the delusionary projections
of the law-and-order and "family values" ideology embraced by
the media and established politicians of all stripes.
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tax. Not to mention that, among those who are not yet alienated
&om the electoral system, the main mode of participation, individ-
ual monetary donation, reinforces the intermittent, private, and un-
equal character of political action and thereby the cynicism that
permeates the public sphere.4

The 

Splintering and Muffiing of Revolt

T HIRD. NOT ONLY ARE AMERICAN INTELLECTUALS DE-
prived of realistic perspective and efficient relays within
"civil society" and the political field, but they also must

face the unfair competition-amounting to outright "intellectual
dumping" --of the policy institutes and foundations that have ar-
rogated themselves a preeminent role in the national debate over
the past two decades.6 Who needs independent thinkers when the
hundred-some think tanks that prosper in Washingron produce
on demand or, better yet, on command; those impeccable schol-

arly compilations (for want of being scientific), thick technical
documents (preferably quantitative), and other dry "evaluation
reports" expressly designed to buttress the accepted wisdom of the
moment and to give a veneer of rationality to measures adopted
on completely different grounds?

The new advisers to the Prince salaried by the Manhattan Insti-
tute and the Heritage Foundation possess all the trappings-the
hexis, the language, and the credentials--of the academic, but they
lack the one attribute that makes (or made) the latter troublesome:
the capacity to formulate his or her own questions and to seek an-
swers with total freedom, no matter where this leads her. Hence-
forth, the think tanks and the schools of public policy that serve as
their rtansmission belt within the academic institution are there to
stand guard and protect the American dominant class from theim-

pertinent questioning of critical reason.
When it comes to the ubiquitous "power-knowledge" nexus, it

is here, in this unprecedented expansion of this "bastard"? sector
of semi-scholarly production geared to and constricted by politi-

cal-administrative ends, an expansion and dominance unparal-
leled in any other capitalist democracy, that one finds the major
recent transformation of the American intellectual field-not,
however one might wish ir, in the creation of academic programs
devoted to teaching and research turned toward the rehabilitation

of dominated identities (Women's Studies, Mro-American Stud-
ies, Latino Studies, Asian American Studies, etc.). While they ful-
fill the always welcome function of challenging more established
forms of knowledge production and bequeathal, such programs
are inevitably in danger of contributing in spite of themselves to

SECOND CAUSE FOR THE RENEWED VIGOR OF MISOL-
ogism in America is that those intellectuals who wish to
contribute to progressive social change and public debate

are severely handicapped by the debilitation of the organizational
vehicles liable to enable them to do so. In addition to the peren-
nial absence of left-wing parties and the congenital weakness of
labor. they have to contend with the growing ftagmentation (eth-

nic, sexual, geographical, and bureaucratic) of oppositional cul-
tures thar causes each to seek above all to promote its pet griev-

ance, even when that means battling to push aside the grievances
of others so as to capture a chunk of public sympathy. Nowadays
the logic of contestation operates as if one could gain a full hear-
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perpetuating the "exceptional status" and thereby the marginal if
not anomalous position of the groups whose presence within the
university they rightly s~ek to increase. And they set themselves
up for failure whenever they play into the naive expectation thar
they somehow will resolve social contradictions and inequities
that originate and reverberate outside of academia but have been
displaced onto it.
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HE FOURTH AND lAST CAUSE OF THE PRESENT BURST
of anti-intellectualism in the United States is endogenous
to the intellectual milieu: it lies in the sickly self-absorp-

tion of the university microcosm, its closing onto itself, its palace
wars (or muggings) and intestinal controversies whose sound and
fury are matched only by their inconsequentiality-in all senses
of the, word. Today this involutive movement takes two forms,
the one familiar, the other more novel and paradoxical.

It is well-known that American academics have instituted as
the regulative norm of their practice the figure of the profes-
sional-physician, lawyer, or expert possessed of a neutral body of
knowledge reduced to its technical dimension-in preference to
that of the European-style intellectuel as crystallized around the
Dreyfus Affair at the close of the 19th century and defined by the
unstable alloying of (scientific or artistic) autonomy and (politi-
cal) engagement.8 In accordance with this model, the mass of aca-
demics feel justified to cast aside any and all civic or moral en-
gagement beyond their narrow domain of expertise by invoking
the professional imperative of neutrality, for which the precepts
of positivist epistemology serve as a convenient philosophical

G-string.
This model always had its dissidents who, fed by the traditions

of populism and New York Jewish progressivism, used to rally
around the persona of the "public intellectual." Lately, however,
university radicalism has assumed a quite different cast: opposi-
tion to the professional is expressed chiefly by the denigration of
reason, the rejection of "foundations" (for reasons of elitism) in
favor of "standpoints" (considered more democratic}, and by the
strident assertion of the primacy of "fractured, plural, and porous
identities," identities which are invariably absolutized even as
they are proclaimed to be historical consttucts. The mantric in-
vocation of the gender-class-race triad (whose second component
is more often than not discretely dropped out even though it is
the most potent and rising vector of inequality) and the beatific
celebration of "the values of individuality, difference, heterogene-
ity, locality, and pluralism" can thus serve as a substitute for the
hard work of empirical research and collective reflection. on the
pretext that "knowledge" is, all things considered, no more than
a deceitful and arbitrary emanation of "power. "9

It is no surprise that the theories popular in the more human-
istic disciplines are those that depict society as an ongoing, fluid
if not fleeting, social or linguistic "construction" that is perpetu-
ally being called into question (on paper, that is). This is to be ex-
pected when the political space of academia's dissidents has
shtunk to disputes over positions, grants, fellowships, journals,
and other means of access to the cenacle that are diminishing as
the rampant privatization of institutions of higher learning
marches on. To become "poscmodern," as the most intrepid of
our new classroom radicals like to call themselves, is to try to
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make a (professorial) virtue our of a (social) necessiryby conceal-
ing one's political impotence behind a discourse that is as grandil-
oquent as it is unreal-for those who still believe in the existence
of a realiry that reason would be capable of grasping, however im-

perfeccly.lO

Academia's Odd Couple

B

EYOND THEIR APPARENT DIVERGENCE, THESCHOlAS-
tic self-castration of the devotees of academic prudence
and respectability and the pseudo-political oneirism of the

advocates of the new gauchisantt' campus rhetoric are in synch; in-
deed they mutually reinforce one another. Brother enemies, the
positivist professional and the postmodern professor support each
other in their common bad faith and social futility. Each in its
own way, these two teratological derivatives of the intellectual
ideal contribute to the self-closure of the university intelligentsia
and thus to the indifference and scorn of which it is the objeCt.

Caught off-guard by the increasingly brutal intrusion of the
profit motive into the cultural sphere, obsessed with their internal
divisions and squabbles (disciplinary, ethnic, sexual, etc.), cut off
from society to an extent such that they no longer even realize
their extreme degree of isolation, never have American intellectu-
als seemed so impotent as today. And never has their progressive
wing been so unaware of this impotence and of its causes-at the
front rank of which stands this very lack of awareness or, worse,
the illusory belief that acts of language in the classroom are "in-
terventions" into the political struggles of the day. The smother-
ing of their voice no doubt figures among the factors that account
for the extraordinary revival of American imperialism in the plan-
etary cultural field. ~

This is the slightly revised and expanded version of a text originally
written for a special issue of Liber: The lnternarional Review of
Books on "Intellectuals" (March 26; 1996) and intended for a Eu-
ropean audience (Liber is published in the national languages simul-
taneously in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Sweden,
Hungary, Romania, and Turkey). We have retained both the tone
and the glossary to entice the American reader to look at his or her
own universe through "the eyes of a Persian" [as in Montesquieus
classic novel]. Translated by Kirsten Halling and the author.

Notes
1 As was shown by Richard Hofstadter in his classic study, Anti-intellec-

tualism in Am~rican Lift (New York: Knopf, 1963).
2 Cf the best-seller by David Osbourne and Ted Gaebler, &inv~nting

Gov~rnm~nt: How th~ Entr~pr~neurial Spirit Is Transforming the Public
Smor(New York: Plume, 1993), which featUres, barring its front cover,
the following enthusiastic endorsement from President Clinton: "A
must-read book for every elected official in America" as "it gives us the
blueprint" for reforming in depth the management of the country. For
an influential indigenous critique of this tendency, Robert N. Bellah ~t
aL, Habits ofth~ H~art (Berkdey: University of California Press, 1985,
newed.1996).
3 On this topic, read Dan Clawson, Alan Neustadt!, and Denise Scott,

Money Talks: Corporate PACS and PoliticalInjluenc~ (New York: Basic
Books, 1992); Jeffrey Birnbaum, Th~ Lobbyists: How Injluenc~ P~ddlers
Work Th~ir Way in Washington (New York: Times Books, 1993); and
Kevin Philips, Th~ Politics of Rich and Poor: W~alth and th~ Am~rican
Electorate in th~ R~aganAft~rmath (New York: Basic Books, .1990).
4 Sydney Verba, Kay Lehman Scholzman, and Henry E. Brady, Voic~

22 ACADEME July-Augus[ 1996



and Equality (Glmbridge: Harvard University Press, 1995).

5 Todd Gitlin, Th~ Twilight of Common Dr~ams: Why Am"ica Is

Wrack~d by Cultur~ Wars (New York: Metropolitan Books, 1995).
6 James A. Smith, Th~ Idea Brok~rs: Think Tanks and th~ Ris~ of th~ New

Po/iry Elit~ (New York: The Free Press, 1991) and, to measure the spec-
tacular progression of the organic intellectUals of the new reactionary
technocracy in charge of America's economic and social policies, Joseph
Peschek, Policy-Planning °rxanizations: Elite Ag~ndas and Am"ica s
Rightward Turn {Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987).

7 "Bastard" in the sense defined by EverettC. Hughes, Th~ Sociological

Ey~(New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 1980) of an institution that sat-
isfies illegitimate or unspeakable needs by seemingly legitimate means.

8 Pierre Bourdieu, "The Corporatism of the Universal: The Role of In-

tellectUals in the Modern World," T~los, 81, Fall 1989, pp. 99-110, and
Christophe Charle, R~naissanc~ des "int~lIectuels, " 1880-1900 (Paris: Edi-

tionsde Minuit, 1990).

9 One must read the caricatural, and for that very reason quite useful,

book by Steven Seidman, Th~ Postmodern Turn: New P~rsp~ctiv~s on So-
cial Th~ory (Cambridge: Glmbridge Universiry Press, 1994), out of
which the expressions quoted above are excerpted. It catalogues the
rhetorical devices and ideological cliches that pass themselves off as
"postmodern theory" and offers a representative sample of the texts that
form the new academic canon of a certain universiry left (the most as-
tounding aspect of which is that it claims to take its cue from Michel

Foucault).
10 It would be easy to show that the theoretical "advance" of American

postmodernism (the expression is tedundant since it is in the United
States that this current was invented, by the reinterpretation of a philo-
sophical posture that is hardly novel since it is contemporaneous with the
Enlightenment) in fact marks an immense intellectUal regression, a re-
turn to the "era of philosophical constructions and synthesis" made of
"brilliant generalities wherein all questions are reviewed but none cack-
led" that Durkheim deplored in his preface to the first edition of Suicide
(in Tates, Vol. 1: Elem~nts d'un~ thori~ socilile, [Paris: Editions de Mi-

nuit, 1975, p. 44]).
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