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DAVID BARBOZA

An Interview with David Riesman

DB: One of the most significant of your many contributions, I think, has
been your commentary on the antinomian character of the 1960s. You
have suggested that the countercultural pressures of that era seem to be
part of the reason why America is suffering now from an extended bout
of cultural relativism. If 1have read you correctly, you have recently ar
gued that since the publication in 1950 of your book Tlie Lonely Crowd,
the pendulum has swung too far. Bland conformity has given way to an
arrogant individualism, characterized by a victim mentality and by polit
ical correctness. You suggest that, in a sense, in American society the
"lonelycrowd" has given way to the "angry mob."

Of course, Tlie Lonely Crowd is one of your most famous books. Let's
begin with how you came to write it. Didn't Erich Fromm, who I be
lieve also influenced you in yourpersonal life, have something to do with
it?

DR: Well, I hadn't hadany previous contact with social psychology. And
Fromm had an influence on my book because he presented a version of
psychoanalytic social psychology that was not Freudian but was best illus
trated in a book he wrote with Michael Maccoby, Social Character in a
Mexican Village. Fromm had also written a book with Ernest Schachtel,
who later taught at the New School. They had done a study in the
twenties on the German working class in which they discovered among
people who were nominally socialist a potential for an authoritarian, and
therefore fascist, affiliation. Fromm was a dissident member of what's now
called the Frankfurt School. I really gained the idea of social character
from him.

The first year that I was at Yale working on what became Tlie Lonely
Crowd, the Yale anthropology department put on an interesting experi
ment. I attended a seminar at which two Yale anthropologists were pre
senting material about the island of Truk and trying to determine whether
Fromm could say something about the social character of the Trukese.
They were very skeptical about whether he could. Ralph Linton chaired

Editor's Note: This interview took place in Winchester, Massachusetts, in the
summer of 1993.
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this seminar, and I remember one episode which illustrates Fromm's ap
proach. Fromm asked, "Are the children ever teased?"

And George Murdoch's first response was, "Oh no. Oh no. The
children are treated very nicely."

"Are you sure that they're never teased? Can you not think of any
episode of teasing?" Fromm persisted.

"Oh yes," one of the anthropologists said. "A child would be given a
piece of bread and an uncle would say, 'Just let me have a look at that.'
He'd take a bite. Another relative would say, 'Let me have a look at it.'
By the time they were all done taking a look at it, the piece of bread had
disappeared."

That observation was central to Fromm's picture of the Trukese,
which was radically different from what was presented at tlie seminar: all
these terribly nice people in this Pacific paradise who were very good at
tying knots and doing other nautical things. Fromm's indication of what
he thought about Trukese social character was confirmed by historical
evidence gathered from earlier missionary accounts, which the anthropol
ogists in their snobbery had rejected. There was high dramatic tension.
The Yale anthropologists had thought that they could deceive Fromm;
that he would not get the right picture.

DB: What in Fromm's work did you find most attractive?

DR: I don't remember when Fromm's book Manfor Himselfcame out,
but I didn't think Fromm was a very good writer. His thought was better
than his writing, and my "analysis" with him was really conversational —
not that he didn't help me psychologically; he did. I must tell you of my
first encounter with him, how it came about that I went to see him at all.
My mother, a very avant-garde person, had been interested in psycho
analysis for a very long time. She went to New York to be analyzed by
Karen Homey, and afterwards she wanted to discuss her interest with me.
I met Karen Horncy, who told my mother that I was a "very resigned
young man," which was the case. And Homey, who then was very close
to Fromm (they later split), suggested that I go to him. I went to his
home and office on the Upper West Side near Columbia University.
When I saw the Gesammelte Werke of Marx and Engels on his book
shelves, I said to Fromm, "I don't want any of that stuff."

Fromm said, "Don't worry. I'm not out to persuade you or convince
you." I later became skeptical of Fromm's picture of the lower middle
class, a kind of snobbish, European style picture, just as I later did with C.
Wright Mills's picture of Americans in his book, Wliite Collar. But I did
accept Fromm's focus on social psychology.
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DB: Is it true that one factor in leading you to write about the American
social character was the research you had undertaken in the late 1940s,
which led to your essay, "The Ethics of We Happy Few"?

DR: There's so much chance and haphazard in the way Tlie Lonely Crowd
began. I had become interested in public opinion research through my
other great mentor, Carl Joachim Friedrich, when I was a Harvard stu
dent. And he had brought to Harvard from the BBC a man named
Charles Siepmann, who had initiated some public opinion surveys in the
UK. Friedrich also alerted me to what's been my habit ever since: when
ever I open a newspaper I look first at the letters column. With Nathan
Glazcr, whom I had not met but whose work I'd read, I started lookingat
interviews in New York City in the Eastern office of the National
Opinion Research Center with, as I now realize, a kind of characterolog-
ical slant. My curiosity was, "Why are there so few 'don't knows'?" Ten
percent or less of the people being asked questions in a national survey re
spond, "Don't know." What does this say about Americans? (And now,
as a footnote, if one listens to C-SPAN or National Public Radio call-in
shows, again one has the sense of the arrogance of Americans, that they
know - we know - how to fix everything. We know that all politicians
are corrupt, and so on.)

Looking at those interviews, we then proceeded to do our own inter
views with students at a boarding school near New Haven. We sat down
and looked at them. And then we hit on what we first called
"conscience-direction" versus "other-direction."

DB: Was "conscience-direction" the forerunner of the term "inner-di
rection"?

DR: Yes.

DB: Did this research evolve into your essay, "The Ethics of We Happy
Few"?

DR: I think that question can be answered this way: I recently happened
on David Halbcrstam's book, Tlie Best and the Brightest. In it he quotes me
on something I'd completely forgotten: my asking these Washington
people who came from Harvard and were talking about counter-terrorist
work they were planning in Vietnam, "Have you ever been to Utah?"

They said, "No. Have you?"
And I said, "No."

DAVID RIESMAN 577

My point was that America was a very belligerent country —as the
Civil War suggested —and it wasn't a very good idea to get Americans
aroused in foreign combat because who knew what would happen then
within the country. And then I talked about the Civil War. I think what
drives me is, as this example illustrates, several things: one, a wide-angled
curiosity about this country. And two, a certain skepticism. Not cynicism
but skepticism.

When my wife Evey and I had a chance to go to Buffalo for my first
teaching job, my friends at Harvard Law School tried to discourage me.
They said, "Oh you'll be lost there. Maybe we can find something for
you here."

But we were just delighted with the thought of Buffalo. It was a
working-class city, unlike more middle-class Rochester. And we had
lived our lives primarily on the Atlantic seaboard, from Washington to
Mt. Desert Island in Maine. Buffalo was the "far west." So we tried there

to meet all sorts of people. Buffalo didn't have much of an upper class,
and we were immediately welcomed. It was in Buffalo that I met the fu
ture co-author of The Lonely Crowd, Rcucl Dcnney, who was a high
school teacher. But I can't emphasize enough that Tlie Lonely Crowd was
not about all of America, just a segment of it, primarily what I have now
come to call "bi-coastal America," which is, by the way, the America that
is represented in the supposed diversity of the Clinton Administration.
Very few people from the Midwest and very few ethnic whites, other
than Jews.

DB: In light of the fact that you were conducting your research for The
Lonely Crowd shortly after the Second World War, were you concerned at
all, perhaps in part because of the rise of European fascism and the Nazi
propaganda machine, that there was a growing trend toward "mass cul
ture" which might threaten to glue people together into a mindless con
formity?

DR: I don't think so, but I think Fromm had that view, too strongly, too
snobbishly. I resisted looking down on Americans. The Europeans had a
view of the lower middle class which was entirely contemptuous. I was
put off by that. I didn't like it.

DB: In Tlie Lonely Crowd you wrote that the socialization process, or the
molding process, had shifted, in large part, from parents to peers and the
media, thereby creating the "other-directed" individual. What do you
consider the dominant socializers of peoplecoming of age in the nineties?
Has it continued along that "other-directed" stream?
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DR: Even more powerfully. Parents - or usually now "a parent," since a
large proportion of children are not growing up with both of their actual
parents - and their children are much more vulnerable to the peer cul
ture. But I really should say "peer cultures" because contrary to the vision
of Tlie Lonely Crowd, I see now something which is, in some respects, less
attractive than the "other-directeds." The "other-directed" person was
receptive to a large constituency of others. What I sec now is a group of
people connected, not always by physical presence, but by network, who
despise the "others," and who see themselves not as massified but as
something else. The example I sometimes use is the movies today, where
we have not one movie being shown in a huge theater for everybody, but
instead different movies in small theaters for half a dozen different, seg
mented groups. A certain clannishness or zip code or area code America.
People who think of themselves as independent thinkers because they're
not those "others."

DB: When Tlie Lonely Crowd was published you were ambivalent about
the value of the social character you identified as "other-directed."
However, in other articles you published, you made a clearly negative
judgment, seeing "other-direction" as a barrier or threat to free expres
sion and independent thought. Is that correct?

DR: Yes, I think that's right.

DB: Was the trend toward "other-direction," in part, the result of a re
newed egalitarian spirit and the breakdown of traditional authority, both
of which were perhaps transformed by the technological sophistication of
the modern world?

DR: Well, that'sa very good question. The Second World War uprooted
people. It sent millions to the university; moved women out of the home
to work, and then, of course, sent them back when the men returned.
But the war, for those who tookpart in it of course, dramatically reshaped
their milieu. It shook up America like a salt cellar and then deposited its
contents variously about the country. It renewed the egalitarian spirit.
One of tlie astonishing things about the war was the near unanimity of
support it had. Before the war, I had been very alert to the isolationists
and had actually written an article, "What's Wrong with the
Interventionists?" for Common Sense, a journal edited by Scldcn Rodman,
who was one of the isolationists more characteristic of Yale than of
Harvard. Some isolationists feared that if America went to war it would
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become fascist. And my attitude was that America was too unruly for that
to happen. I resisted theories about the authoritarian personality and
thought it was a misreading of the antinomian American even before the
war, but my attitude was strengthened by the war.

DB: Does America's peculiar brand of anti-elitist, anti-intellectual and
anti-authoritarian character —or tendency —bear any relation to the de
velopment of cultural conformity in this country?

DR: In the book, Education and Politics at Harvard, I described two kinds
of meritocracy. One I called "aristocratic meritocracy," and I attributed
that to Harvard President A. Lawrence Lowell, who looked forward to
training the leaders of America but did not expect them all to come from
the patrician class. Yet he and his sort of people would judge who was fit
to be trained. And I compared that with what then (at the time of the
book's publication) prevailed, which was "democratic meritocracy," in
which any number could play and there were formal tests of merit.
"Democratic meritocracy" came after the war.

DB: Is there a trade-off between egalitarianism and freedom - or liberty?
You write a little about that in your work. Often, it seems, the movement
toward egalitarianism makes for a desire among people to want fewer
distinctions.

DR: Yes. I illustrate that in the book about Harvard by describing a pro
posal in connection with tlie first freshman dormitory that had been built
there in decades. The dormitory was to have its own program for the
student residents, which would be very demanding, intellectually outward
bound. And students would have to know that it was very tough and se
rious. But some objected on the ground that it was elitist. I noted in my
discussion that these objections, among people who actually were all part
of an elite by virtue of the fact that they were Harvard students, were
preposterous. I got nowhere. This anti-elitist bent was powerful. And of
course, if anything, it is even more powerful today in terms of victim
groups and excluded groups.

DB: Do you contend that you can have both egalitarianism and liberty?

DR: Yes, but there is a trade-off. If egalitarianism is pushed too far you
lose liberty. You lose everything in the things you can't do. I have had an
interest for some time in boarding schools for black boys. Some in the
women's movements resist givingadvantages of any sort to certain groups

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.
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of boys, regardless of the needs such boys might have. Their response is,
"You can't do such a thing because it would privilege boys." If I were to
argue, as I have, that boys who attend such single-sex schools might be
more inclined to do literary things, to do aesthetic things that they
wouldn't do in a co-ed setting, the response of some women's groups
would be, "Boys arealready too privileged. Too bad for them."

DB: One of the conflicts that comes up in some of these discussions is di
versity. How docs one maintain cultural integrity and yet remain open to
diversity? How does one balance the two? How does one determine what
brands of diversity contribute to a community, and what kinds detract
from it? As we know, in the 1960s all sorts of things were done in the
name of diversity. How does an individual, or a culture or a nation, de
termine which brands of diversity are legitimate and which arc threats to
our cultural integrity?

DR: Much that was valuable was destroyed in the 1960s - or largely de
stroyed. I think my prc-sixtics work would have to be qualified by post-
sixties caveats about extravagant individualism and its hazards - the tri
umph of "You're not the boss of me." And so, the answer I've come to is
that what we have to preserve is diversity among institutions and pay less
attention to diversity within them. We have developed what might be
called the "diversity industry," which is the homogeneity of insisting on
diversity, a standardized diversity which lias been homogenized because
everyone must have it. Institutions ought to be free to be non-heteroge
neous. I was aware of the diversity industry with respect to blacks very
early. When I was at the University of Chicago, I suspected that there
were "slave traders" who were coming from Southern black colleges to
the North and saying, "Do you want a few Negroes?" as they would then
have said. "I'll find a few for you." I imagined a finder's fee. And now
this is in full flower in the name of diversity programs in industry, and we
have affirmative action officers in universities.

DB: So you support a diversity of institutions but within those institu
tions, you believe, there should be less diversity?

DR: There should be idiosyncrasy - the privilege of idiosyncrasy.

DB: That raises another question: is there a point where diversity begins
to violate —maybe not violate but undermine —the traditional culture?
Do too many pressures for value neutrality invite social and ethical rela
tivism?

DAVID RIESMAN 581

DR: Yes. I share the fear very much.

DB: So with institutions you're a proponent of diversity, as with regions,
but what about ways of life? In much of your writing I understand you to
be saying that it is preferable to have as much diversity as possible, that
uniformity or the homogenization of a culture may threaten free expres
sion, creativity or independent thought.

DR: Right, but we are now at a point where one has to reconsider, be
cause of what's resulting from "diversity." There has to be some sort of
balance —some sort of limit on the anarchic temptations that are always
present here in America. There are people opting out. We shouldn't al
low people to opt out on responsibilities.

DB: Does the mass culture, as Ortega y Gasset once said, crush
"everything that is different, everything that is excellent?"

DR: Yes. That's happening. We see it in the decline of American test
scores. We see it in the recruitment of non-Americans for the more diffi

cult engineering and science tasks.

DB: So much of your early work was centered on mass conformity and
the need to encourage people to be more autonomous. But the need to
assert one's self has apparently backfired. In the 1960s, perhaps, some
came away with the wrong message.

DR: Yes indeed.

DB: Some believed one way to break out of this mass society was to un
dermine all reservoirs ofauthority.

DR: Well, as you can see, I'm not totally happy with the continuing in
fluence of Tlie Lonely Crowd in this respect.

DB: Much of your work has been underlined by the themes of individ
ualism and cultural conformity, and the theory that students ought to be
challenged to "lean against the wind." In your autobiographical essay,
"Becoming an Academic Man," I found stirrings of this individualistic
bent. Can you recall anything from your childhood that relates to these
themes?

DR: Thinking about noncomformity, it was hard to be a noncomformist

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.
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i>is-<)-vis my mother. She looked down on people who did the ordinary
work of the world. Since her standards were so high and I couldn't conic
close to meeting them, it took Carl Friedrich and later Erich Fromm to
help me overcome my sense ofinadequacy. And both ofthem had this
ability because they both came from Heidelberg. So if these people of
cultivation, greater even than that of my parents, respected me, that made
an enormous difference to inc.

DB: In your autobiographical essay you wrote about your mother's con
ception of being "first-rate."

DR: That's right. The term "first-rate" was constantly raised by my
mother in our home. I became very allergic to it, yet I was very obedient
to the judgments of my parents. I majored in biochemistry at Harvard
because my parents said, "What's the point ofstudying a subject depend
ing on books? You can always read books but you won't always have lab
oratories." Yet there were certain episodes in which, though 1didn't rec
ognize it at the time, I was departing from the parental script.

DB: So there was in your family life, in a way, an orthodoxy - a pressure
to conform and to achieve?

DR: My parents took it for granted and did not consider it an achieve
ment for me to graduate at the top of my class, because there was nothing
original about that. My mother was unorthodox; anti-orthodox; it meant
nothing to her that she had graduated at the top of her own Bryn Mawr
class, and it did not matter to her that my father was known beyond the
borders of this country for his work in medicine at the University of
Pennsylvania. None of us were by her definition and in her frequent term
"first-rate." I would have had to compose a sonata, paint like a latter-day
Picasso, or write like cither George Eliot or T. S. Eliot to win approba
tion from my mother. This is not "pressure to conform and to achieve."
Mere worldly success was not something my ascetic parents cared about.
My mother was interested only in "first-raters," truly creative people,
mostly artists, butEinstein would fall within the galaxy. She saw people
like ourselves as merely doing the work of the world. During the First
World War she joined, in a small way, a group of mothers who were
sewing or doing other war-assisting things, but that wasn't characteristic
of her. She was feminist before there were many feminists. Her closest
identification was with her alma mater, Bryn Mawr College.

DB: You once told me that you hada secret stash of detective books you
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kept from your parents.

DR: Yes, I had to put them under the bed.

DB: I suppose your mother expected you to be reading Dante.

DR: Yes, exactly. In the original.

DB: What were you reading?

DR: Well, detective magazines, not even detective books; magazines
which I couldn't wait for the drugstore to have. I would go out to the
drugstore and buy the detective magazines and have an ice cream soda or
a bananasplit. None of that fit with the Francophile cuisine at home.

DB: You rebelled in a very small way.

DR: I wasn't as aware as I am telling you now how rebellious I quietly
was —occasionally was. I was the older son. My brother was much more
disobedient. My mother would sometimes tell me, "Go see what your
brother John's doing and tell him to stop."

DB: Did your father also have these ideas ofbeing "first-rate"?

DR: My father had much more conventional ideas. He was very obedient
to the dictates of his own world in not accepting my mother's verdict on
his professional work. He was a distinguished professor of medicine at the
University of Pennsylvania, and he had a private medical practice as well.
He was much older: he was forty-two when my mother was twenty-six.
My mother had won the European fellowship from Bryn Mawr, which
was intended to create an academic career for her —to begin one. But she
shied away from that. She spent some time meeting the people around
The New Republic in New York.

DB: Did things change after you went to Harvard? Wasn't your mother
proud of the fact that you had graduated from Harvard with honors and
then received a degree from Harvard LawSchool - that you were a clerk
for Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis?

DR: No. No, to her, I was doing the ordinary work of the world. I was
not one of those "creative" people.

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



PARTISAN REVIEW

DB: About Fromm. You said earlier that your mother introduced you to
him.

DR: My mother did. What she said was, "I want to be able to talk to you
about psychoanalysis. So I'd like you to be in the same analytic frame as I
am. And my analyst, Karen Horney, recommended Erich Fromm."
That's how I went to him. I was in Buffalo at that time. I'd go into New
York City on a weekend and have two hours on a Saturday and two
hours on aSunday. Here you might find some ofthe seeds ofindividual
ism. My law school colleagues at Buffalo, such as Mark DeWolfe Howe
(a distinguished scholar oflegal history and author ofa major work on
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.), were very scornful of psychoanalysis.
Fromm pointed out how childish it was ofme to take so seriously the
views of someone as provincial as Mark DeWolfHowe.

DB: In the end, the analytic experience served you well. Did you even
tually talk with your mother about it?

DR: Oh I'm tremendously thankful for the experience. But I didn't talk
to my mother about it as much as she would have liked. I wasn't inclined
to share confidences with my mother or to identify with her as much as
she would have expected me to. The picture that emerges here is not a
happy one. It should be added, though, that in the last years ofher life,
for many many years, she suffered from Parkinson's disease, and she bore
up bravely and stoicly, going in awheelchair to concerts and continuing
her intellectual life. Her analysis with Karen Horney continued. So this
should help create a picture of sadness. The harsh comments that I've
made about her should be qualified by my recognition of the bravery
with which she endured a totally incurable disease.

DB: Didyou grow closer to herin herlatter years?

DR: I regret that I did not. I was away. I was not as good acaretaker as I
wish I had been.

DB: Does your German-Jewish heritage have anything to do with your
interest in cultural conformity, which is a question that is at the heart of
Jewish culture?

DR: That is the contemporary struggle for identity. Of course, I'm com
pletely ablank because I wasn't brought up aJew. My mother's closest
friend was Mary Frazier, after whom my sister was named. My parents
were in the Social Register. The principal way in which being Jewish was

_s L
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broughthome to me was my mothersaying, "We German-Jews have lost
whatever creativity we had at an earlier time." The Eastern European
Jews were the successful ones who were taking over the businesses that
had once been founded by the German-Jews.

On my mother's side, I remember my great-grandmother living on
Spring Garden Street until 1929 with a horse and carriage. She had ten
children; survived her husband by sixty-five years, and lived to be one
hundred and four. Her family had had silk mills. But my mother still said,
"The Russian-Jews," as she called the great majority ofJews, "have the
energy we've lost. We're pallid. We're run out." Her models - foci -
were Christian. She brought Shirley Watkins, a young novelist, to give
Bible lessons to my brotherand sister and me. We sang Christmas carols;
we celebrated Christmas. We hadEaster eggs.

You know, Friedrich, who was from Germany, did something very
important for me. He pointed out to me that I was anti-Semitic. And he
was right. A non-Jewish German who had thrown his full weight against
the Nazis would of course be alert to that. He noticed that in my senior
year, which is when I met him at Harvard, I had no Jewish associates.
The "girls," like my future wife Evelyn, who went to the dances I at
tended, the debutante parties and so on, weren'tJewish. Friedrich could
see I wasn't associating with any of the Jewish students. There were Jews
in my class; they were prc-meds; they were studious. And I didn't know
any of them. In a way, here again I was sharing the parental attitude I de
scribed so dramatically as an adult.

DB: So eventually with the help of Friedrich and Fromm you became
more aware of what was going on, and also stood your ground: "I'm not
going to hang onto any orthodoxy." Even coming out against the ROTC
at Harvard, I suppose, was another example.

DR: Well, not that - after all I went to a Friends school and I'd gone to
Friends Meetings weekly for six years. So ifyou ask about my religion,
I'd say, I accepted the pacifist outlook; I was a pacifist. Not only did I
protest the ROTC, butI protested the decorations atWidener Library of
only the Americans in the First World War. Very early I had become
critical of the First World War and our entry into it. One of the themes
that runs through my thinking - I've illustrated it about the Civil War
already - is sometimes called counter-cyclical, counter-factual. I was
thinking ofhow ifWoodrow Wilson had notbeen prepared to enter the
First World War, he could have brokered a peace between Germany and
France in 1917. The French were worn out, they were having mutinies;
the German Social Democrats were voting against war credits. And we
would've had neither Nazism nor Stalinism. . . .

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.
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DB- What do you mean by the counter-cyclical or counter-factual?

coun^ Xrable to anti-German propaganda, ^£?—£you to think about today. It was much stronger against the Huns ^ e
First World War than against the Nazis in the Second. Some states torbide I teaching of German. In general, Idid not go for conformity, but
I also disliked attitudes of contempt.

DB: Some would suggest that this nation is moving rapidly toward akind
of"mass conformity." Do you see that?

Seaborn my outlook. And I've indicated it to the extent that the

the book is based. One of these interviews was with an g^J^_
ance salesman And from it, Mills gives apicture ofthe bleached wliite
colar^woTer" My sense was atotally different reading of that interview^
T\ esalsman was doing something valuable for his clients, providingtoSS insurance' He loved his company. He - ^gregan-
ous energy. And to see him and others simply disparaged as white collar
was wrong. I was alert to that quite early.

DB- Do vou think the idea of mass conformity - it doesn't have to neces-S, mea'n Ae lower class - the idea of the other-directed, applies to, say,
the Clinton administration?

DR: Yes.

DB- The Clinton administration seems very aware of not wanting to
Sate either side - or any side for that matte, And Isee it that way and
not as contempt for anything that's lower.

DAVID RIESMAN
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DR: That puts it well. Yes. And at the same time there is something not
wholly negative in that wish to please and to relate.

DB: Does cultural conformity carry over into ourconsumer culture?

DR: I'm glad you brought this up because on that score I'm quizzical. I
don't have this panic about consumerism in that respect. I still see vast
differences within our culture, and I think it would be very interesting to
study differing attitudes in different countries, in different regions, and in
different social strata. And I very much dislike the snobbery by which we
look down on these consumer goods that we affluent and educated peo
ple have already worked our way beyond.

DB: So you don't see the mass consumer culture as threatening the na
tion's diversity of offerings?

DR: No, I don't see it as a threat. I see snobbery in the attitude that sees
it as a threat, although I may be wrong. I see it is dismaying to people
who miss the idiosyncracies.

DB: Related to our discussions ofdiversity and tolerance is the question
of "multiculturalism." Howdo you see this debate?

DR: One of the thoughts I repeatedly have is that this debate exists in a
stratosphere which bears very little relation to the actual dreadful state of
pre-collegiate and collegiate education. What I see is that at the bottom -
and not only the bottom of the educational ladder - we have young peo
ple who are peer-oriented, uninvolved inschool, a situation in which the
things that are best learned early are often not learned at all. And instead
of concentrating on these learning tasks, debate revolves around
"Afrocentrism," "Eurocentrism," "multiculturalism," assuming that mem
bers ofgroups, including gender, are primarily group members rather than
primarily individuals.

I have all sorts ofnotions that I think might help American blacks in
predominantly white colleges and universities. One of them is that if they
were to spend a term or ayear abroad, they would discover how deeply
American they are. Blacks are some of the most American of all
Americans, particularly in religious beliefs.

DB: Is there a relationship between the decline in standards and the effort
to be inclusive and educate for self-esteem, or is it simply that broad ac
cess leads inevitably toa lowering ofstandards?

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.
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DR- You know, self-esteem is really based cm accomplishment. The
teachers are convinced of the importance ofself-esteem, yet its primacy in
the classroom weakens teachers' authority to the point that they can t say
anything wounding to self-esteem. This paralyzes them. For example,
there is the prevalent assertion, "Tracking is bad." What Isec happening
now as a result ofthe almost overwhelming belief that you mustn t have
tracking, is that you bore the gifted students and humiliate the slower
students.

DB: Multiculturalism, it seems to me, comes in several forms. One favors
the study ofvarious cultures for the sake of new knowledge. And another,
which is more controversial, is the belief that the study ofnon-Western
cultures promotes self-esteem in minorities. The debate over multicul
turalism has become terribly political.

DR: It's avisible debate, but it's asmall part ofthe mammoth structure of
higher education.'It operates in the humanities, in history, sociology, an
thropology, and social psychology, but not in economics; very little in
government; not at all in the sciences. And it isn't something one is going
to find to a high degree among the community colleges.

DB: Doesn't the support ofa multicultural curriculum have something to
do witli findings that when black students are asked to read Shakespeare
they don't find it interesting? On the other hand, the poetry of Langston
Hughes resonates with them; it reflects their dialect. How can educators
persuade their students to transcend their particular backgrounds? How do
you overcome that?

DR: I'm reminded ofa totally contrary story by the founding dean ofthe
University of Massachusetts at Boston, Paul Gagnon, an historian who has
been writing on these topics. He has also written about French higher
education, so he's multicultural in that larger sense. When UMass/Boston
was founded in the sixties it became tilted toward the vulnerable fields of
faculty radicalism. The University wanted to adapt to its urban setting
along the lines we were just mentioning, including being attractive to
black undergraduates. Gagnon ironically recalled that ablack student had
come to him and asked, "Why can't we have Shakespeare? They have
him at the Amherst campus." And 1 thought that was an interesting
comment on this very theme. Surely I have no objections to having
Langston Hughes in the curriculum. What I'm concerned about on the
college level is that students read the same books at the same time and
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that there be a chance for conversation about them. I'm quite open to
which books they happen to be.

DB: On the other side ofthe multiculturalism debate, though, are people
who strongly believe that there are universal standards which ought to
cross the boundaries of race and culture.

DR: I agree. I very much want books - even though I am not commit
ted to any one group of books - but nevertheless the books should be se
rious; they should be hard going. They should be, at best, involving -
engaging. And they should be shared among a cohort. Certainly not by
race or gender. I think of how important it is for the teacher to be able to
reach and engage students outside the boundaries ofethnicity or race or
gender orclass, but I have no objection in principle to moving within the
boundaries ifthat is a way to connect with a particular student. However,
one should not make assumptions about what will connect to particular
students in advance. My sense of the matter is that much that is dished
out to students in public schools under the name of multiculturalism - or
even Afrocentrism - will engage only a very few activists among them, if
they are black, perhaps in order to be rebellious rather than by virtue of
actual engagement with the material. I don't imagine, for example, that
Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man will necessarily engage black boys and girls in
particular, but I was deeply engaged by it.

DB: With regard to current social pressures, tlie flip side of the multicul
turalism debate is the political correctness one. And it is also linked up
with issues of free speech.

DR: Yes. Very much so. The more selective the institution the more
likely that there will be these preoccupations with political correctness.

DB: Over the past thirty years, American education has become increas
ingly targeted by political pressure groups. More and more we are finding
that our schools are seen as amechanism to reform our culture, to either
restore traditional values or inculcate new values. It appears that the
problem is not so much a lack of vision, but the burden of too many
conflicting visions; the notion that the schools must be able to solve all of
our problems right away, at the snap ofa finger.

DR: I think I like what you say very much. You can't overstate the vul
nerability of the schools. And that is new. The schools have much less
authority. They've become malleable - they've become utterly malleable

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.
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partly as aresult, as you suggest, of the wildly optimistic notion that the
schools are the remedy for all the social ailments, that you can turn to
them to fix whatever needs fixing and "right away. Immediately. The
notion ofthe schools as asort ofcultural ballast, some kind ofcontinuity
some kind ofslow generativity, is lost in this sense ofimmediacy. Akind
of pragmatism has arisen which in fact is wildly impractical because it
overstates so profoundly the role of the schools and fails to recognize all
the rest of the influences on youngpeople.

Because of this terrible logic we're talking about, the schools get
weaker They get weaker still because they become vulnerable to really
rather slight pressures over which an issue can be made, over which a
mobilization can occur. Now, for example, such efforts are just beginning
to establish, so to speak, quotas for gay and lesbians. Special campus living
arrangements even have been discussed at Cornell University, modeled on
the "Afro-American" house or other theme houses. There is much to be
said for a theme house based on an intellectual interest; a theme house
based on a group interest is something else again, whether its black or
Hispanic or Jewish or whatever. But if this is happening at the highest
university levels, schools are even more vulnerable, teachers more at risk.

DB: If the loss of authority was the immediate cause of the malleability of
the schools, what brought about the loss ofauthority? And is this a recent
occurrence?

DR- 1think it was the counterculture. I say this hesitantly because I'm
not sure of my ground here. For along time I've seen the counterculture,
with its antinomian aspects, as having a tremendous influence in delegit-
imizing authority. The counterculture was made up of predominantly
educated, affluent whites. They hooked up with people - now to be
called not "Negro" but "black" - such as the Black Panthers, who ex
ploited them and sold them the little red books of Mao Tse Tung, which
even the Panthers didn't take seriously. I see the whites as gullible.
"Black" became the victor over "Negro." The counterculture had its
most disastrous impact on the blacks - the name change being one ele
ment It delegitimized the Negro bourgeosie. Whites have in some mea
sure recovered. The blacks have not recovered. The counterculture is
now "a black thing," much of the time. Rap music. The assumption that
one has to be "authentically black."

Now one has to ask why authority was so vulnerable in the first
place One would have to then ask the more profound questions of why
•ill institutions in our society have lost authority, not only universities.
Certainly the government has. The media which has brought the news
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also has. The part of The Lonely Crowd that I think holds up best is the
political section. The world of the "inside-dopester" and the "curdled
indignants" is with us more than before. It was almost pathetic in the last
election when we had the Perot phenomenon —the indignants who
knew what needed to be done.

DB: In other words, instead of us saying, "We need to raise our stan
dards," we're blaming.

DR: Yes that's right. And there are also the catastrophic consequences of
contemporary economics. I'm old enough to remember the Hoover era,
and I can see a very nasty economic future.

DB: Are you optimistic about the future, in light of what we've talked
about?

DR: The counterculture had less hegemony in the South and Midwest
than in "bi-coastal America." There's so much energy in this country.
There's so much intelligence. There's so much decency that I think we're
entitled to hope the future can be less grave than it now appears to be.
But I seemany obstacles. One of them is our litigiousness. That's again an
example of the anarchic individualism that we keep coming back to as a
hazardous characteristic of America. An anarchic individual can operate
also, as we've talked about, at the group level; mobilizers in a group can
act as if they speak for every individual in the group. Individualistic indi
vidualism is less onerous to this country than so-called group individual
ism, which threatens us with divisivencss.

In terms of our schools, I think it is possible that we can reverse
course. However, I do know for instance that the Clinton administration,
although it appointed an excellent Secretary of Education in the former
Governor Riley of South Carolina, is not going to pursue national stan
dardized educational tests because of the bad news they will bring.
Paradoxically, when the modern university, and primary education too,
"serves" the culture, by simply reflecting it, it actually does harm, for it
gives legitimacy, just as you note, to the relativism, anti-authoritarianism,
and irresponsibility and lack of discipline in the general society; it even
provides a cynical, educated veneer over these dangerous qualities. At the
very simplest level, there should at least be some sort of common conver
sation about important topics and books, at the undergraduate level and in
graduate departments as well. Otherwise, we will move from "other-di
rection" to no direction at all.

Barboza, D., and Riesman, D., 1994: An Interview with David Riesman, In: Partisan Review Vol. 61 (No. 4, Fall 1994), pp. 574-591.
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