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Introduction 

I am by training, let me confess at the outset, an intellectual 
historian, not a philosopher, political theorist or cultural 
critic. One of the effects of that formation is a well-deserved 
humility in the company of the often-formidable figures 
whose ideas and lives we attempt to present, explicate and 
contextualize. Although there is inevitably some identifica-
tion with or perhaps antipathy towards the subjects whose 
stories we narrate and intellectual contributions we recon-
struct, we rarely argue with them from the point of view of a 
superior alternative. That is, intellectual historians are tra-
ditionally reticent in assuming the role of a critic who treats 
their subjects as foils for their own opinions, even if it may 
be impossible to avoid implicitly judging from a later vantage 
point in the unfolding of history. When we focus on the re-
ception of ideas or the reputation of a thinker over time, we 
realize that our intervention will itself be surpassed or at 
least deflatingly contextualized by future commentators.  

At times, however, that reticence can seem like an abdi-
cation of responsibility for expressing any opinions of our 
own. Striving to write with scholarly dispassion and bracket-
ing the inevitable investments we bring with us, we end up 
occupying an impossible view from nowhere. And sometimes 
we are called out on it. I vividly recall two conversations I had 
after the publication of my first book on the Frankfurt 
School, The Dialectical Imagination, in the mid-1970’s with 
two senior scholars who challenged me in this way. Both the 
sociologist Kurt Wolff at Brandeis and the philosopher Alan 
Montefiore at Oxford, while praising the book as an exercise 
in intellectual history, then asked, “yes, yes, but what do you 
yourself think?” 
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Now, to be honest, it would have been foolhardy in the 
extreme to try to answer that question in the face of the 
Frankfurt School’s extraordinary range of interests. In my 
twenties, I was in no position to judge Horkheimer’s reading 
of Western philosophy, Adorno’s takes on music and litera-
ture, Lowenthal’s ideology critique of high literature and pop-
ular culture, Neumann’s grasp of political theory and analy-
sis of Nazism, Marcuse’s understanding of Hegel and Freud, 
Fromm’s revisions of psychoanalysis, Wittfogel’s analyses of 
China, let alone Benjamin’s unique response to virtually any 
of the range of subjects he treated. Even half a century later, 
I’m still not up to the task, despite the abundant critical lit-
erature now existing on which I might draw for inspiration. 

Still, the temptation to enter the fray, or more correctly, 
a modest selection of different frays, is hard to resist, espe-
cially when you become identified with the figures whose his-
tory you have tried to write. That is, an expectation begins to 
grow that that you will be applying their ideas, judging their 
efficacy, putting them in conversation with other thinkers, 
and speaking as an advocate rather than just a dispassionate 
observer. Insofar as I morphed from an historian of Critical 
Theory into a Critical Theorist in my own right, at least in the 
eyes of some readers, it was hard to avoid that temptation. A 
similar trajectory turned me from an historian of attitudes 
towards visuality into someone assumed to have something 
cogent to say about visual culture itself.  

I am, of course, not the only European intellectual his-
torian of my generation who expanded his or her remit to 
include philosophical musing, political commentary or cul-
tural criticism. Names like Joan Wallach Scott, Dominick La-
Capra, Mark Poster, Richard Wolin, Paul Robinson, Paul 
Breines, Russell Jacoby and Tony Judt come to mind. All at 
one time or another in one arena or another played the role 
of public intellectual, opining on more than their credentialed 
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scholarly specialty. In my own case, however, the temptation 
to do so was amplified by an unusual opportunity offered by 
Robert Boyers, the editor of Salmagundi, the lively, interdis-
ciplinary “small magazine” that has just enjoyed its sixtieth 
anniversary under his editorship. I had contributed several 
essays to the magazine in the mid-1970’s, but something 
new was made possible a decade later when he asked me, 
along with Christopher Lasch, Roger Shattuck and Stanisław 
Barańczak, to contribute biannual columns to the journal on 
whatever issues struck our fancy. Borrowing a concept from 
Benjamin and Adorno, I called mine “force fields,” a title then 
also used for a collection of my essays that appeared a few 
years later.1 It was intended to signal the (hopefully) produc-
tive tension that appears when different approaches or fields 
are brought into dynamic contact, when interdisciplinarity 
results in something more than a harmonious integration of 
perspectives. The metaphor of “crossroads” adopted for the 
title of this collection says something similar: rather than in-
tellectual history as a dispassionate clearing house for dis-
parate ideas above the fray, it implies knocking some of those 
ideas together, applying them to current issues, and seeing 
what insights might result. 

I have never sought, to be sure, the role of pundit, using 
my column to opine immediately on the ephemeral issues of 
the day. Instead, because “Force Fields,” appeared in every 
other issue of a quarterly, it provided the luxury of a longer 
view, permitting me to treat its subject matter in greater 
depth than the column form normally allows. The intellectual 
historian in me also insisted on the inclusion of footnotes 

 
1  Martin Jay, Force Fields: Between Intellectual History and Cultural Cri-

tique (New York and London, Routledge, 1993). The first column, which 
dealt with the scandal of Paul de Man’s wartime antisemitic journalism, 
appeared as “The Descent of De Man," Salmagundi, 78-79 (Spring-Sum-
mer, 1988). 




