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IN RETROSPECT 

RICHARD HOFSTADTER'S THE AGE OF REFORM: 
A RECONSIDERATION 

Alan Brinkley 

Even its detractors (and there are many) might be inclined to agree that 
Richard Hofstadter's The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. is the most 
influential book ever published on the history of twentieth-century America. 
For more than a decade after its appearance in 1955, its interpretations shaped 
virtually every discussion of modern American reform. For longer than that, 
its methodological innovations helped recast the writing of history in many 
fields. Even those historians who have most vigorously and explicitly 
challenged its interpretations have usually been deeply, if at times un- 
consciously, in its debt. In this book, as in others, Hofstadter's signal achieve- 
ment, the achievement that has most clearly marked him as one of the cen- 
tury's great American historians, lay less in creating durable interpretations 
than in raising new questions and establishing new modes of inquiry, in open- 
ing hitherto unperceived avenues of exploration. Robert Wiebe spoke for 
more than his own generation of scholars when he wrote in 1969: "To those 
of us who encountered The Age of Reform in graduate school, [Hofstadter] 
more than any other writer, framed the problems, explored the techniques, 
and established the model of literate inquiry that would condition our study 
of the American past."1 

The book's most direct influence, of course, has been on the study of 
populism and progressivism. A remarkable number of the many important 
studies of both phenomena that have appeared since 1955 were augured, 
directly or indirectly, by Hofstadter's observations. His discussion of "the 
struggle over organization," for example, laid much of the groundwork for 
the important Weberian interpretations of progressivism by Wiebe, Samuel 
Hays, and others. His examination of the links between political machines 
and corporate power, and his description of popular resentment of both, 
foreshadowed some of the significant work of David Thelen on popular 
reform movements in Wisconsin. His controversial description of the 

462 



BRINKLEY / Richard Hofstadter's The Age of Reform 463 

Populist mind opened the way for a series of subsequent studies (many of 
them explicitly critical of Hofstadter, yet nevertheless indebted to him for 
both interpretive and methodological inspiration) examining Populist 
ideology -an aspect of populism all but ignored in the work of Beard or 
Hicks and their disciples. 

For historians of modern America, The Age of Reform has served a role 
comparable perhaps only to that of C. Vann Woodward's Origins of the New 
South in giving definition to a still undefined field. And yet unlike Wood- 
ward's monumental book, which remains the central work in modem 
southern history and whose interpretation many (if not most) scholars in the 
field continue to accept, The Age of Reform has begun in recent years to seem 
something of a relic. It is still widely read and widely cited. It continues to 
shape arguments and inspire debates. But it is now more often a target than 
an inspiration, a symbol of abandoned assumptions rather than a guide to 
further study. It has come, in short, to embody something of a scholarly 
paradox (to use one of Hofstadter's own favorite words): It is a book whose 
central interpretations few historians any longer accept, but one whose in- 
fluence few historians can escape. 

Woodward wrote Origins of the New South as part of a lifelong commit- 
ment to the field of southern history and after years of immersion in its 
sources. Hofstadter wrote The Age of Reform, by contrast, out of no 
longtime preoccupation with the subject (neither before nor after did he 
devote much attention to the Populists or Progressives) and after a strikingly 
thin acquaintance with the sources. It was not so much, then, a fascination 
with the reformers themselves that inspired Hofstadter to examine them, but 
rather the opportunity they gave him to test certain political, theoretical, and 
methodological concepts that by the 1950s had come to intrigue him. The 
self-consciously innovative tone of the study became its greatest strength; but 
its emphasis on innovation at the expense of evidence was also its most 
serious weakness. 

Critics have most often cited the political concerns of intellectuals of the 
1950s, and in particular their immersion in the highly charged atmosphere of 
the cold war, to explain the interpretations in The Age of Reform. Shaken by 
the memory of fascism and the reality of Stalinism, aghast at the success of 
Joseph McCarthy and other demagogues at home, deeply fearful of the intol- 
erance and bigotry latent in unrestrained mass politics, intellectuals had com- 
mitted themselves to the defense of what bqcame known, in Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr.'s felicitous phrase, as "the vital center." The task of intellec- 
tuals, some believed, was the defense of the pluralistic assumptions of 
American democracy and the delegitimation of the dangerous ideologies that 
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challenged them from both the Left and the Right. In the hour of danger, all 
citizens were soldiers in the cause.2 

As a member of the close-knit New York intellectual community, Hofstad- 
ter could not avoid absorbing, and indeed helping to formulate, many of 
these political concerns. "What started me off as an historian," he once said, 
"was a sense of engagement with contemporary problems.... I still write 
history out of my engagement with the present." Some of the ideas for The 
Age of Reform emerged from a celebrated 1954 conference at Columbia on 
the causes of McCarthyism (a conference that resulted in Daniel Bell's 1955 
collection, The New American Right). And in the introduction to the book, 
Hofstadter admitted that he had focused his attention on "that side of 
Populism and Progressivism - particularly of Populism - which seems very 
strongly to foreshadow some aspects of the cranky pseudo-conservatism of 
our time" (p. 20).3 

But it would be a mistake to attribute too large a role to political commit- 
ments in shaping The Age of Reform, or to see it - as many critics have - 
simply as an attempt to read McCarthyism back into the politics of the late 
nineteenth century. For Hofstadter, these political concerns coexisted with, 
and were often secondary to, a series of important theoretical and method- 
ological innovations. Even the 1954 Columbia conference, for all its political 
urgency, influenced many of its participants (and particularly Hofstadter) less 
by its political agenda than by its illumination of new interdisciplinary ap- 
proaches to the study of human motivation. 

By the early 1950s, Hofstadter had been unhappy for some time with the 
central assumptions of the "Progressive historians," most notably Charles 
Beard, in whose shadow he and his contemporaries continued to work. He 
considered simplistic and excessively rigid the Progressive view that all 
political alignments derive from the economic interests of contending groups; 
he questioned its assumption that American history as a whole could be 
viewed as a persistent conflict between the "people" and the "interests." 
Historians, he came to believe, must find a place in the scheme of things for 
ideas. And they must recognize that ideas did not (and here he was challeng- 
ing, among others, Vernon Parrington) always reflect material concerns.4 

In searching for new ways to deal with the role of ideas in politics, 
Hofstadter drew heavily on the social sciences. Like most twentieth-century 
intellectuals, he was deeply affected by Freud (and by contemporary scholars 
employing Freudian concepts); he made use as well of the work of the Ger- 
man sociologist Karl Mannheim, who had redefined the concept of ideology 
to permit consideration of noneconomic interests. More immediately, he 
drew from the work of some of his own colleagues at Columbia: from the 
literary critic Lionel Trilling, who taught him to appreciate the importance of 
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symbols in the human imagination (Hofstadter told friends that he had read 
everything Trilling had ever written); from C. Wright Mills, whose 1951 
study White Collar defined the concept of "status" that would prove so crucial 
to The Age of Reform; and perhaps above all from Robert K. Merton, whose 
theory of the difference between "latent" and "manifest" functions furnished 
Hofstadter with a framework for incorporating the "irrational" into historical 
explanation. The Age of Reform became Hofstadter's first systematic effort to 
put these new approaches into practice.5 

Hofstadter never claimed to offer a total picture of the reform movements 
he was examining: The Age of Reform was, rather, an effort to address an im- 
balance in historical understanding. Beard and his disciples had described 
populism and progressivism almost entirely in terms of clashing economic in- 
terests and had celebrated them as expressions of democracy and agents of 
social progress. Hofstadter did not deny the importance of economic factors, 
and he conceded that there was much of value in the reform tradition. But - 
and in this he made clear the central thrust of his argument - he pointed as 
well to an important strain of illusion and illiberalism in that tradition, which 
had made it sadly inadequate to the needs of a modern society. "I believe it 
will be clear," he wrote defensively in his introduction, "that what I am trying 
to establish is not that the Populist and Progressive movements were foolish 
and destructive but only that they had, like so many things in life, an ambigu- 
ous character" (p. 18). In time, however, as the ideas of the book traveled 
through the scholarly world, these careful qualifications ceased to be clear 
at all. 

What primarily interested Hofstadter was what he considered a disjunction 
between the real and perceived interests of the men and women he was 
describing, a disjunction most clearly visible to him in the ideology of the 
Populists. American farmers, Hofstadter claimed, were by the late nineteenth 
century as much a part of the world of commerce and entrepreneurship as 
any other Americans. Yet they attempted to deny that reality and embraced 
instead an "agrarian myth," which encouraged them "to believe that they were 
not themselves an organic part of the whole order of business enterprise and 
speculation that flourished in the city . . . but rather the innocent pastoral 
victims of a conspiracy hatched in the distance" (p. 35). Populist politics, 
therefore, tended to express less the economic concerns of farmers than the 
essentially social and psychological anxieties that stemmed from the decline in 
their "rank in society." Instead of taking purposeful steps to adapt to the 
modern commercial world, of which they were already - economically - an 
integral part, they chose to rail defensively against it, taking refuge in a vision 
of an unrecapturable (and largely imagined) past. 
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Out of this tension between perception and reality emerged the central 
assumptions of Populist ideology: a dualistic view of social struggle, in which 
the great mass of the people stood pitted against powerful, selfish oligarchies; 
the "conspiracy theory of history," which attributed to these oligarchies an 
awesome and diabolical power; and a belief in the primacy of money, control 
of which had been the key to the ability of elites to subjugate the people, and 
control of which would be the key to a restoration of democracy. Out of that 
same tension came the characteristic features of Populist resentment: the 
preoccupation with scapegoats, the belief in ubiquitous plots, the apocalyptic 
vision of the future. Hence the semihysterical flailings at Wall Street, the 
Bank of England, cities, immigrants, and intellectuals. Hence the tinge of 
anti-Semitism that ran throughout the movement. ("It is not too much to 
say," Hofstadter wrote, "that the Greenback-Populist tradition activated most 
of what we have of modem popular anti-Semitism in the United States," 
although he was careful to add that such anti-Semitism was "entirely verbal," 
unaccompanied by any program of repression or violence) (pp. 61-62, 80). 

Hofstadter's picture of the Populists found immediate favor among many 
social scientists; but within the historical profession, the interpretation was 
from the beginning the target of strenuous (and often vituperative) attacks. 
One of the first and most thoughtful critiques came in 1959 from Hofstadter's 
close friend C. Vann Woodward, in an influential essay, "The Populist 
Heritage and the Intellectual." Woodward did not single out The Age of 
Reform for criticism, but connected it with a much larger body of social 
science literature (among which Hofstadter's book, he claimed, stood out for 
its balance and sensitivity). Still, his reservations applied to The Age of 
Reform as clearly as they did to other works. The new view of populism was, 
he argued, fundamentally ahistorical - a deductive interpretation, based on 
contemporary concerns, that ignored the historical realities of the Populist in- 
surgency, especially in the South. Other scholars made similar arguments: 
Walter T. K. Nugent, whose 1963 study, The Tolerant Populists, put 
Hofstadter's arguments to the test of evidence in Kansas and found little sup- 
port for the allegations of nativism and xenophobia that were so central to 
The Age of Reform; Michael Rogin (a political scientist), whose 1967 book, 
The Intellectuals and McCarthy, challenged Hofstadter's implication that 
populism strongly foreshadowed McCarthyism.6 

Meanwhile, other critics were offering more fundamental (and more expli- 
citly ideological) critiques. Norman Pollack, who for a time made a virtual 
cottage industry out of his attacks on The Age of Reform, not only refuted 
Hofstadter's contention that the Populists were motivated by nostalgia, irra- 
tional fears, or prejudices. He also challenged the larger view of Populists as 
incipient capitalists working to reform but not fundamentally to alter the 
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economic system. In fact, he argued, the Populists were forward-looking 
radicals who wanted not only a "democratized industrial system" but "a 
transformation of social values." Their critique "went beyond economic con- 
ditions to embrace the question of the individual's plight, his dehuman- 
ization, his loss of autonomy in a society which rapidly reduced him to a 
dependent state." 7 

Pollack was the first of a substantial group of historians whose own experi- 
ences with the Left in the 1960s led to a new appreciation for the Populist past 
and a new search for an authentic American radicalism within it. Foremost 
among them was Lawrence Goodwyn, whose Democratic Promise: The 
Populist Moment in America, published in 1976, was the first full-scale study 
of the movement since John D. Hicks's The Populist Revolt of 1931. A 
veteran of the civil rights movement and an admirer of the New Left, Good- 
wyn portrayed populism as a coherent, enlightened, and fundamentally 
democratic movement (indeed much of his book was devoted to his explora- 
tion of the Populists' "movement culture"), struggling to produce a 
cooperative, localistic alternative to the competitive, centralizing tendencies 
of industrial capitalism. The distinctive expressions of populism were not 
fevered resentments or apocalyptic warnings, but the hopeful, constructive 
efforts of thousands of communities to build institutions and establish values 
that would permit an alternative economy (and alternative value system) to 
survive. The failure of populism marked the end of America's best (and 
perhaps last) chance to construct a democratic alternative to modern, oli- 
garchic capitalism.8 

The post-Hofstadter studies of populism were of varying quality. Pollack's, 
in particular, suffered from a polemicism and an unsystematic use of sources 
that robbed it of any lasting credibility. But whatever their limitations, most 
of these works were far better rooted in the evidence than The Age of 
Reform; and their cumulative effect was, if not to demolish, at least substan- 
tially to diminish the persuasiveness of its interpretation. Critics were not, 
however, challenging Hofstadter on the basis of evidence alone. They were 
objecting, at least implicitly, to his apparent animus toward the provincialism 
he perceived running through the movement, his disdain for what he con- 
temptuously called the "village mind." And they were objecting as well to 
what they considered his normative view of economic progress, the assump- 
tion (which lay at the heart of The Age of Reform and, indeed, at the heart of 
most of the historiography of the 1950s) that industrialization, commer- 
cialization, and centralization were at once inevitable and, on the whole, 
desirable; and that agrarian protest was, therefore, a futile, flailing effort to 
stand in the way of progress. (It is significant, perhaps, that the two groups 
from Hofstadter's own, urban world that he chose to equate with the Popu- 
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lists were the widely reviled musicians and building trades unions of New 
York, organizations popularly perceived to be fighting to preserve obsolete 
crafts regardless of the costs to society.) 

Hofstadter's critics viewed populism from a fundamentally different 
perspective. To them, modernization was a far less happy phenomenon, a 
process that had exploited and degraded significant segments of the popula- 
tion. Industrialization did not, in this view, evolve naturally from the com- 
mercial society of the early nineteenth century; it was a revolution, which cut 
off large groups of Americans from the economic and emotional moorings 
that had given meaning to their lives. For the rural men and women who 
became the source of Populist strength, this transformation was particularly 
traumatic -not only psychologically, but economically, for what was at 
stake was not simply the psychic rewards of "rank in society," but the social 
and economic viability of a distinctive way of life. Steven Hahn's recent study 
of the Georgia upcountry in the late nineteenth century, for example, por- 
trays a white yeomanry trapped in the jaws of a new commercial system of 
which they had never been and could never be a part. For them, populism 
would be not only an expression of symbolic, psychic anxieties, but also of 
real material interests, albeit interests in many ways antithetical to the 
prevailing order.9 

The new accounts of populism, as successful as they have been in challeng- 
ing Hofstadter, have also created problems of their own; and the larger 
debate over the nature of the agrarian revolt remains to a great degree 
unresolved. For one thing, none of the major studies has given sufficient at- 
tention to the significant regional differences within the movement. Hicks and 
Hofstadter concentrated primarily on the Midwest, Goodwyn largely on the 
South, Hahn on two counties in Georgia; virtually all other studies have been 
similarly provincial in focus. Nor have they dealt adequately with the am- 
bivalence with which farmers appear to have responded to the new market 
system: the fearful hostility toward the costs of the new market economy 
combined with the ambitious grasping for its benefits, the simultaneous tradi- 
tionalism and modernism. (Hofstadter may, in fact, have recognized this am- 
bivalence more clearly than many of his critics, even if he distorted his picture 
of it by exaggerating the importance of its purely nostalgic elements.) And as 
James Turner has argued, one vital question has received virtually no serious 
attention: Why, in an economy where virtually all farmers were suffering 
economic difficulties, did some people become Populists while others did not? 
Turner suggests (on the basis of an analysis of Populist strength in Texas) that 
geographical isolation may have been an important factor in determining 
Populist tendencies - both because such isolation placed additional economic 
strains on struggling farmers, and because it left them bereft of the sorts of 
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social and cultural reinforcements that might have helped reconcile them to 
the prevailing order. If Turner is correct, therefore, there may still be a place, 
even if a less central place than The Age of Reform suggests, for Hofstadter's 
emphasis on psychological anxieties, but less as the product of nostalgic 
mythologizing than as the result of objective conditions.10 

Progressivism, Hofstadter argued, differed from populism in its location 
primarily urban), its constituency (largely middle-class professionals), and 
much of its program. But Hofstadter did not share the view of more recent 
scholars that progressivism was an impulse fundamentally different from, in- 
deed antithetical to, populism. Instead, he portrayed the two movements as 
part of the same broad current of reform. The Progressives, he argued, shared 
with the Populists a suspicion of modem forms of economic organization, a 
fear of concentrated power, and perhaps above all an attachment to a van- 
ished and unrecapturable past. And thus like the Populists, they were - 
despite their many important accomplishments - unable in the end to deal 
realistically with the problems of their age. 

Hofstadter conceded that progressivism "had the adherence of a heteroge- 
neous public whose various segments responded to various needs." But there 
was, he argued, a core group of Progressives "upon whose contributions the 
movement was politically and intellectually as well as financially dependent, 
and whose members did much to formulate its ideals" (p. 135). These were 
men (he gave scant attention to women) of the "mugwump type," located 
mostly in the Northeast. They enjoyed moderate wealth and longtime social 
standing. And they considered themselves the natural leaders of society. In 
the years following the Civil War, such men had looked with contempt on the 
corrupt and seamy world of politics and had largely withdrawn from it. But 
by the turn of the century they had become sufficiently alarmed by the rise to 
power of urban bosses and newly rich industrial titans, and sufficiently dis- 
tressed at what they considered their own responsibility for having allowed it 
to happen, that they began to reenter the political arena and to reestablish 
what they believed was their rightful place as its leaders.1" 

On the surface, at least, progressivism was a phenomenon much better 
suited than populism to Hofstadter's mode of analysis. The Populists had 
mobilized in the face of genuine economic hardships; but the Progressives had 
operated in a climate of general prosperity, in which they themselves (as he 
identified them) were economically comfortable and secure. Thus the 
"paradox" that Hofstadter had seemed in sonte measure to invent for the 
Populists appeared real for the Progressives: the emergence of a popular 
reform movement unaccompanied by genuine economic grievances on the 
part of the reformers. 
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Hofstadter attempted to solve this paradox by introducing into historical 
studies the concept of "status," an idea he had extracted from recent work by 
C. Wright Mills, Seymour Martin Lipset, and other social scientists. This 
became, in the end, perhaps the most influential and certainly the most con- 
troversial of all his many scholarly innovations. The status model was an 
elaboration and refinement of ideas with which Hofstadter had been wres- 
tling for years: the belief in "multivariate analysis" he had borrowed from 
Mannheim, the concern with the role of "latent" and "manifest" functions he 
had derived from Merton, the engagement with the psychological underpin- 
nings of political beliefs he had taken from Freud, Lasswell, and Adorno. And 
while he had used the model implicitly in his discussion of the Populists, he 
applied it explicitly to the case of the Progressive leadership: 

It is my thesis that men of this sort . . . were Progressives not because of 
economic deprivations but primarily because they were victims of an upheaval in 
status that took place in the United States during the closing decades of the nine- 
teenth and early years of the twentieth century. Progressivism, in short, was to a 
very considerable extent led by men who suffered from the events of their time 
not through a shrinkage in their means but through the changed pattern in the 
distribution of deference and power. (p. 135) 

The Progressives, in short, were not engaged in "interest" or "class" politics, 
which Hofstadter elsewhere defined as "the clash of material aims and needs 
among various groups and blocs," but "status" politics, "the clash of various 
projective rationalizations arising from status aspirations and other personal 
motives." 12 

Those "projective rationalizations" did not often take such cranky or irra- 
tional forms among the Progressives as they had among the Populists 
(although Hofstadter did perceive a strong undercurrent of nativism and 
moral absolutism running through Progressive political thought). The Pro- 
gressives did, however, develop a preoccupation with an imagined past no 
less central to their ideology than the "agrarian myth" was to the Populist 
mind. In a world coming to be dominated by large, impersonal organizations 
and bureaucracies, a world in which a few immensely wealthy men seemed to 
be seizing control of the economy and the society, Progressives harked back 
to an earlier America, one with "a rather broad diffusion of wealth, status, 
and power, in which the man of moderate means, especially in the many 
small communities, could command much deference and exert much influ- 
ence" (p. 135). 

It was to restore that world, to destroy the illeg7itimate concentrations of 
power that threatened it, that Progressives embarked on their various reform 
crusades. Muckraking journalists attacked powerful urban bosses and the 
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great trusts. Intellectuals and professionals worked to recapture the "moral 
authority" to which they believed they were entitled and which they feared 
they had lost. Progressive politicians worked to limit the influence of party 
organizations and shift power to the people, who could - if properly in- 
structed and led by an enlightened elite - be trusted to resist the destruction 
of liberty that the rise of organization threatened to produce: 

The American tradition had been one of unusually widespread participation of 
the citizen in the management of affairs, both political and economic. Now the 
growth of the large corporation, the labor union, and the big impenetrable 
political machine was clotting society into large aggregates and presenting to the 
unorganized citizen the prospect that all these aggregates and interests would be 
able to act in concert and shut out those men for whom organization was difficult 
or impossible.... The central theme of Progressivism was this revolt against the 
industrial discipline: the Progressive movement was the complaint of the 
unorganized against the consequences of organization. (pp. 215-16) 

Hofstadter's picture of the Progressives was from the beginning more per- 
suasive to historians than his picture of the Populists; and so it has remained. 
But it too soon became the target of important and effective critiques. Much 
of Hofstadter's interpretation rested on his answer to a single question: Who 
were the Vmgtsslwsl A!d th1'e most sUzzEssd zchallenges o W, it 
began by providing very different answers to that question. Critics did not 
often dispute the existence of the "displaced elites' Hofstadter described or 
question their credentials as Progressives.13 They argued, rather, that such 
people did not constitute the whole, or even the most important segment, of 
the reform constituency. 

David P. Thelen provided perhaps the boldest challenge by arguing that 
social tensions (whether the result of class or status conflicts) played almost 
no role in generating support for Progressive reform. Wisconsin Progressives, 
he argued, emerged from all classes and all social groups more or less equally; 
and thus the question of who the Progressives were was far less important 
than the question of what the Progressives wanted and what they did to 
achieve it. Most other studies, however, persisted in the attempt to identify a 
center of progressive strength and challenged Hofstadter by arguing that it 
lay in groups other than the "displaced elites" he described. Some located the 
Progressive core in groups "below" Hofstadter's old middle class; Herbert 
Gutman, J. Joseph Hutmacher, and John D. Buenker, for example, demon- 
strated how workers, immigrants, and urban machine politicians were central 
to some of the most important reform crusades of the era.14 Others looked 
"above" Hofstadter's constituency: to the same corporate elites and agents of 
organization against whom Hofstadter had claimed the Progressives were 
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reacting. Samuel P. Hays showed how upper-class business leaders 
dominated several municipal reform movements. Gabriel Kolko described 
Progressive regulatory reforms as an effort by corporate moguls to limit com- 
petition and strengthen their own economic hegemony. Robert Wiebe, the 
most influential of the challengers, viewed progressivism not as the nostalgic 
flailing of an "old" middle class, but as the purposeful efforts of members of a 
"new middle class," closely tied to the emerging national economy, 'to fulfill 
its destiny through bureaucratic means." Progressivism was, in virtually all 
such accounts, not an effort to recapture the past, as Hofstadter had de- 
scribed it, but an adaptive, modernizing movement with its aim firmly fixed 
on the future.15 

Ultimately, however, neither Hofstadter's "traditionalist" model of pro- 
gressivism nor the "modernizing" view of some of his critics has satisfied 
scholars attempting to explain the enormous range and variety of early 
twentieth-century reform. No single class or interest group, most historians 
tend now to argue (accepting at least some of Thelen's contentions), can lay 
exclusive claim to the mantle of progressivism, just as no single ideology can 
account for the sweep of its concerns. Instead of identifying a single, domi- 
nant Progressive constituency or a clear, common Progressive program, 
scholars now tend to argue for a more pluralistic view that leaves room for 
many different groups and many different impulses. Some have gone so far as 
to challenge the existence of a Progressive movement at all; others have at- 
tempted to divide progressivism into two distinct impulses; still others have 
begun to look beyond the particular issues that dominated Progressive 
rhetoric and to place the phenomenon in the context of a much larger 
transformation of American political life.16 As the debate continues, still 
without any sign of resolution, one thing does seem clear: that Hofstadter's 
impressively coherent picture of the Progressive mind is inadequate as a 
description of anything but a single segment of the Progressive constituency, 
a segment far less "strategic" in the larger scheme of reform than he claimed. 

Like his picture of populism, Hofstadter's analysis of progressivism suf- 
fered from its excessive reliance on an explanatory theory - the idea of the 
dichotomy between "status"' and "interest" politics -inadequately tested 
against the evidence. But it suffered as well from limitations in the theory 
itself. At the heart of Hofstadter's notion of status was the idea he had bor- 
rowed from Merton of "functional" as opposed to "nonfunctional" behavior. 
When people behaved functionally, they responded directly to their material 
interests. But there were, alas, times when they behaved nonfunctionally, 
when they responded not to economic but psychic needs, and when their 
behavior became symbolic and self-defeating. The dichotomy between "in- 
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terest politics" and "status politics" accepted, in other words, the Progressive 
historians' assumption that all rational political behavior was rooted in 
economic concerns. What it rejected was the Progressives' belief that political 
behavior always was rational. The concept of "status," therefore, became a 
concept oddly similar to the orthodox Marxist idea of "false consciousness," 
attributing to politics not clearly rooted in class an aberrant, illegitimate 
quality. 

Scholars who shared Hofstadter's dissatisfaction with the economic deter- 
minism of the Progressives and who absorbed his excitement over the ways in 
which psychological and sociological tools could deepen historical under- 
standing faced a dilemma. Was it possible to accept the existence of noneco- 
nomic factors in history without accepting the rigid and pejorative picture of 
those factors that the "interests-status" dichotomy suggested? One solution to 
that dilemma was suggested by Joseph Gusfield, in his 1963 study of the 
American temperance movement, Symbolic Crusade. Gusfield shared 
Hofstadter's assumption that there was an identifiable difference between 
class and status politics; but he rejected the idea that status concerns were in 
any way less real or less rational than interest ones. David Thelen proposed 
another solution by contending that there was a realm of political concern 
that existed independent of either class or status tensions, that, in Wisconsin 
at least, "issues of corporate irresponsibility and tax evasion" touched virtu- 
ally everyone, not only in terms of economic self interest but in terms of basic 
concepts of justice and fairness; such issues thus "transcended the social bar- 
riers that had divided individuals and groups" in the past.17 

What Gusfield and Thelen suggested was perhaps the most fundamental 
question about the status model: Is it possible to distinguish clearly between 
economic and noneconomic behavior? Are battles over status and power 
really unrelated to economic interests? There are, of course, times when 
politics moves in patterns that do not reflect the economic concerns of the ac- 
tors, even when people act in opposition to their own material interests. But 
there are also times in which battles over status and battles over class are the 
same battles. Workers fighting for control of the workplace, David Mont- 
gomery has shown, fought not only for the psychic rewards of greater 
autonomy and prestige, but for the ability to protect their economic interests. 
Agrarians battling the rise of corporate hegemony, many scholars of 
populism have argued, struggled not only against cultural obsolescence, but 
against the economic obsolescence that they perceived - correctly - would 
accompany it. Even Hofstadter's "displaced elites" were not, surely, unaware 
that their own economic standing was rapidly deteriorating, if not in absolute 
terms then certainly relative to the great new fortunes they could see spring- 
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ing up around them; and any definition of material interests that does not 
leave room for the sense of relative deprivation excludes a large portion of the 
economic concerns of twentieth-century Americans.18 

In the last years of his life, when Hofstadter attempted on occasion to 
evaluate the most important achievements of his remarkable scholarly career, 
he expressed particular pride in having helped to introduce "complexity" to 
the study of history. It was a real and important contribution; in the wake of 
Hofstadter's work, few historians attempted to fit all historical causation into 
a neat pattern of clashing economic interests. But Hofstadter worried that this 
"keener sense of the structural complexity of our society in the past" might 
produce as well a paralysis of intellect and a "political immobility," that both 
historical study and political thought would descend into a crippling 
nominalism that would destroy the possibilities for coherent understanding 
or effective action.19 Perhaps it had been that fear that led Hofstadter and 
others to fit their ideas of complexity into the restrictive terms of the "status- 
interest" model, to replace the simplistic determinism of the Progressive 
historians with a similarly rigid, if less one-dimensional framework of their 
own. For Hofstadter had identified a dilemma fundamental to historical 
studies, one that remains - and will perhaps forever remain - unresolved. Is 
it possible for scholars to take into account the enormous range of factors that 
affect human motivation and historical causation and still bring coherence to 
their picture of the past7 

A "total history" of human experience will, clearly, remain forever beyond 
the grasp of scholars. But thanks in large part to Hofstadter's work - in The 
Age of Reform and elsewhere - it seems unlikely, as he once feared, that "the 
very idea of complexity will come under fire once again," or that historians 
will soon argue "that most things in life and in history are not complex but 
really quite simple." The repudiation by historians of many of the central 
ideas of Hofstadter's portrait of populism and progressivism is, therefore, to a 
large degree a measure of his success. For it is the inadequacy of the "status- 
interest" model's allowance for complexity, not the complexity itself, that has 
proved its most crippling feature.20 

Hofstadter's analyses of populism and progressivism, controversial as they 
were, moved immediately to the center of scholarly debate and framed the 
discussion of both phenomena for decades. His brief analysis of the New Deal 
met resistance from the beginning and has never had much impact on subse- 
quent interpretations. And yet while the central sections of The Age of 
Reform now seem less persuasive than they once did, the interpretation of the 
New Deal seems in certain ways more compelling than its earlier critics were 
willing to admit. 
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Populism and progressivism had, Hofstadter argued, been part of a long 
continuum of reform. The New Deal, he claimed, was a sharp break with that 
continuum, largely unaffected (and hence largely unmarred) by the 
backward-looking moralism of its predecessors, committed instead to the 
solution of immediate, debilitating economic problems. No grand strategies 
or philosophical visions there; Roosevelt and his circle were engaged in a 
"chaos of experimentation" (p. 307). 

Although the New Dealers paid lip service to old Progressive verities, in 
practice they "bypassed, sidestepped' the old Progressive issues. The New 
Deal made no effort to combat the political machines; instead, Roosevelt at- 
tempted to conciliate and forge alliances with them. The New Deal "never 
developed a clear or consistent line on business consolidation"/; the issue of 
monopoly became secondary to a "restless groping for a means to bring 
recovery." By the late 1930s, the New Deal, without ever expressing (or even 
recognizing) how sharply it was breaking with the reform past, had revolu- 
tionized American liberalism. It had stripped it of its old nostalgic moralism 
and had added to it "a social-democratic tinge that had never before been 
present in American reform movements." In the future, liberals would be less 
concerned with "entrepreneurial," reform and would be committed instead to 
social legislation: "social security, unemployment insurance, wages and 
hours, and housing." The New Deal, Hofstadter wrote, "represented the 
triumph of economic emergency and human needs over inherited notions and 
inhibitions" (pp. 307-16). 

There are many problems with this portrait, as critics were quick to point 
out almost as soon as the book appeared. Hofstadter clearly underestimated 
the degree to which Progressive ideology had influenced New Deal policy- 
makers - in part, perhaps, because his view of Progressive ideology had been 
so narrow and incomplete.21 At the same time, however, Hofstadter had 
touched on something important when he claimed that liberal ideology 
emerged from the 1930s fundamentally transformed. That it did so was not, 
perhaps, because the New Dealers themselves had openly repudiated the grip 
of the past in favor of pragmatic experimentation; it was because, in the 
course of more than a decade of political and ideological pulling and tugging, 
new ideas had slowly and haltingly emerged in response to the failure of old 
ones to deal with pressing realities. The antimonopoly impulse had ceased to 
play more than an occasional rhetorical role in reform ideology; the planning 
ideal had shifted its focus away from the structure of capitalism and toward 
Keynesian and social welfare goals. The language of liberalism, and the 
substantive direction of liberalism, had changed. Hofstadter's explanation of 
how and why was cursory and inadequate; but his identification of that 
change - and his challenge to the then prevailing view of a long, continuous 
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stream of reform culminating in the New Deal and validating postwar liberal 
goals 22- was an important and generally unappreciated accomplishment. 

Critics of modern historiography have spent a large and perhaps inordinate 
amount of time and energy arguing over whether Hofstadter was truly a 
member of the "consensus school" that came to dominate historical writing in 
the 1950s. The answer, of course, depends on how that school is defined.23 
Hofstadter certainly shared, and indeed was among the first to state, the "con- 
sensus" assumption that economic conflict was not the dominant factor in 
American history, that beneath the disputes and controversies of the past 
(and, presumably, the present) lay a "common climate of American opinion," 
a "general framework" of shared ideas resting on "a belief in the rights of prop- 
erty, the philosophy of economic individualism, the value of competition," 
and a general acceptance of industrial capitalism.24 Conflicts that seemed on 
the surface profound, among them the reform battles of the Populists and 
Progressives, had taken place within a relatively narrow ideological frame- 
work. Hence, even the most strenuous critics of the American political and 
economic structure could not (or would not) envision a genuinely radical 
alternative to it; and they vented their frustrations, therefore, not through at- 
tacks on bourgeois capitalism, but through attachment to "symbols" and 
"projective rationalizations." 

At times in his work (although only passingly in The Age of Reform), 
Hofstadter attempted to qualify his attachment to these consensus assump- 
tions. He pointed to those parts of the American past (the Revolution, the 
Civil War, racial and religious conflict) that could not be adequately ex- 
plained in this way; and he conceded that "it is a valid comment on the limits 
of consensus history to insist that in one form or another conflict finally does 
remain, and ought to remain, somewhere near the center of our focus of at- 
tention."25 Yet Hofstadter's purpose in most of his own work, and certainly in 
The Age of Reform, was not an effort to place conflict "near the center of our 
focus of attention." It was precisely the opposite: to refute "the almost 
obsessive concern with conflict as the central theme of historical writing" that 
his generation of scholars had inherited from their Progressive forebears.26 
Hofstadter was too sensitive and subtle a historian not to recognize the limita- 
tions of the approach. But in at least one sense, he stands firmly within, in- 
deed very near the center of, the consensus school. 

Hofstadter did not, however, always share, and at times strenuously op- 
posed, another distinguishing assumption of many, consensus scholars: the 
assumption that this "common climate of opinion," this lack of fundamental 
conflict, was a good and necessary thing that accounted for America's stabil- 
ity, freedom, and progress. This celebratory use of consensus is most com- 
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monly identified with the work of Daniel Boorstin,27 but a similar (if usually 
more muted) tone can be found in the work of innumerable scholars of the 
1950s and 1960s. Only rarely, however, can it be found in the work of 
Richard Hofstadter. It may be too much to say, as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. did 
in a 1969 essay, that Hofstadter viewed consensus from a "radical perspec- 
tive . . . and deplored it." But it is certainly true that he viewed it "from the 
outside,' with considerable skepticism, and with occasional alarm.28 He was 
not, of course, in any basic sense a critic of American capitalism or American 
democracy; he was fundamentally unsympathetic to the alternatives. He did, 
however, recognize that the narrow range of acceptable opinion in American 
politics, and the centrality within that range of the acquisitive values of com- 
petitive capitalism, exacted a significant price - both from the nation's public 
discourse and from the private lives of its people. The pragmatic opportunism 
that had played so central a role in shaping American institutions and 
American values had certain attractions; but it had failed, he believed, to pro- 
vide a philosophically consistent or morally compelling basis for democratic 
politics.29 A society whose greatest political triumph was the New Deal - that 
stumbling, chaotic exercise in political and economic self-preservation, un- 
connected to any coherent philosophy or moral vision - was not a society in 
which a sensitive humanist could take unambiguous pride. 

Hofstadter was, in the end, a man caught between two competing, and 
perhaps incompatible, visions of society. As a scholar committed to the intel- 
lectual life and to the tolerant, cosmopolitan values he believed that life repre- 
sented, he mistrusted the politics of unrestrained popular will and admired 
the conservative, pluralistic character of American life for providing protec- 
tions against the far less attractive, far more menacing alternatives. Yet as a 
twentieth-century man sensitive to the unfulfilled yearnings of many of his 
world's and his nation's people, he could not help wishing, even if without 
real hope or definition, for something more. Perhaps that was why, in look- 
ing back upon America's past and ahead to its future, in one of his last 
published essays, he could summon up finally only grudging praise and 
tempered optimism: 

When one considers American history as a whole, it is hard to think of any very 
long period in which it could be said that the country has been consistently well 
governed. And yet its political system is, on the whole, a resilient and well- 
seasoned one, and on the strength of its history one must assume that it can sum- 
mon enough talent and good will to cope with its afflictions. To cope with 
them - but not, I think, to master them in any thoroughly decisive or admirable 
fashion. The nation seems to slouch onward into its uncertain future like some 
huge inarticulate beast, too much attainted by wounds and ailments to be robust, 
but too strong and resourceful to succumb.30 
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