


Chapter Two

The Creative American

Modern society fi lled Cold War intellectuals with anxiety. Its bu-

reaucracy, social fragmentation, homogeneity, and soulless con-

sumerism represented alienation, isolation, and the evaporation of true 

community. It meant conformity and the erosion of the nation’s frontier 

spirit and entrepreneurial nature. Without proper care, it could lead to 

mob rule or totalitarianism.

This chapter examines how Cold War social critics and policy makers 

found the answer to these seemingly pressing social and political prob-

lems in the systematic and scientifi c study of individual character. Their 

science provided tools for understanding the kind of person who threat-

ened to make America into a mass or even an authoritarian society. Sci-

entifi c tools also crystallized a form of the exemplary self that would in-

oculate America against the dangers of mass society.

The defi ning feature of that positive personality type was creativ-

ity, a trait taken to be interchangeable with autonomy, rationality, tol-

erance, and open-mindedness. John Gardner, president of the Carnegie 

Corporation and patron of much Cold War social science including cre-

ativity research, noted: “[Creativity] is a word of dizzying popularity. . . . 

It is more than a word today; it is an incantation. People think of it as a 

kind of wonder drug, powerful and presumably painless; and everybody 

wants a prescription. It is part of a growing resistance to the tyranny of 

formula, a new respect for individuality, a dawning recognition of the 

potentialities of the liberated mind.”1 Men such as Gardner believed that 

creative people would bring coherence to America’s increasingly com-

plex and diverse culture. At the same time, these creative people would 

mitigate the conformity that many social critics feared was a key charac-
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teristic of both traditional society and modern mass society.2 Their cre-

ativity would be the critical ingredient in making possible the “unity in 

diversity” that Cold War social critics believed to be the defi ning feature 

of the liberal pluralism they desired for America.3

Here I examine an effort in the 1940s and 1950s by liberal intellectu-

als to politicize personhood and promote autonomous selfhood in the 

service of making a better nation through reform of the self. My anal-

ysis centers on two ways in which intellectuals understood and advo-

cated the connection between creativity and liberalism. First, I examine 

the frameworks for understanding self and society developed by liberal 

American intellectuals. They focused on the threats to unity and diver-

sity, such as McCarthyism and racism. Concerned by reactionary efforts 

to maintain the status quo or even revert to the past, they searched for a 

way to achieve social and cultural unity while also respecting individual-

ity and America’s pluralist character.

The fi rst step in addressing this tension was to understand scientif-

ically the kind of individual character that intellectuals thought to be 

most threatening to their ideal social and political order: the closed-

minded authoritarian. According to social scientists, authoritarians en-

dangered liberal, pluralist democracy because they were handicapped by 

a lack of psychic freedom and full selfhood. Freedom, autonomy, and 

creativity were defi ned as the inverse of these authoritarian traits. In ad-

dition to their currency within the academy and the world of social sci-

ence, these models of good and bad selves provided the American pub-

lic with techniques of self-inspection, tools for self-management, and 

benchmarks to which they could aspire.

Second, I explain how these models of the self were used for politi-

cal ends. Liberal social scientists sought to mold America into a nation 

that fi t their vision of the good society. They did so by managing the 

defi nitions of creativity and autonomy in such a way that those traits, 

once redefi ned, would describe their political allies. Conversely, the op-

posite traits—conformity, rigidity, and narrow-mindedness—were de-

fi ned so as to apply to the liberals’ McCarthyite opponents on the right 

and their Communist foes on the left. By marking as irrational the social 

and political views they disagreed with, liberal social scientists played 

an important role in marginalizing non-centrist political ideas as irra-

tional and thereby helped generate the apparent consensus of the Cold 

War era.4
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Pluralism and the Challenges of Modern Society

From World War II into the Cold War, social critics, intellectuals, and 

policy makers came to see change, variety, and, especially, complexity 

as defi ning features of modern America.5 Commentators noted the pro-

liferation of institutions, professions, occupations, and forms of knowl-

edge, the multiplicity of religions, races, and ethnicities. Even though, 

in principle, liberals appreciated variety, they also felt that if it was not 

carefully controlled, American society and culture would fracture and 

undermine the nation’s democracy. The question, then, was how to de-

velop a society that would facilitate cultural unity and integration while 

maintaining healthy room for diversity and toleration of difference.

This focus on unity remained a constant fi xture in the postwar pe-

riod. For instance, it pervaded a 1957 conference devoted to understand-

ing the “American style,” sponsored by MIT’s Center for International 

Studies (CENIS), a research arm of the CIA and the State Department. 

The conference attendees, luminaries of the academic and policy worlds, 

kept circling back to discuss how America had “fragmented into num-

berless small communities organized on varying social, geographical, 

professional, or intellectual principles; a society infi nitely diverse.”6

Likewise, in 1961, Seymour Martin Lipset and Leo Lowenthal warned: 

“Democracy itself is threatened [when] all discussion and decisions be-

come segmentalized, each only understood by a tiny informed coterie.”7 

Here Lipset and Lowenthal cited and rephrased a concern C. P. Snow 

had raised in 1959 in The Two Cultures, a book concerning divisions be-

tween scientists and humanists.8 But, as the earlier comments by David 

Lilienthal, in the general education movement, and at the conference on 

the American Style indicate, Snow did not uncover a previously unno-

ticed phenomenon. Rather, his book arrived in a hospitable cultural en-

vironment and was a particularly powerful articulation of a set of social 

fears that had long preoccupied intellectuals.

However, the necessity that citizens manage modern America’s com-

plexity meant much more than coping with the proliferation of fi elds of 

learning or of specialized professions. More substantively, complexity 

also referred to social, political, and social diversity. Hence, what was 

needed were people who could balance two tasks: negotiating a world 

with increasing professional specialization and appreciating America’s 
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pluralism. Accomplishing both tasks ultimately required a certain kind 

of mindset. Both tasks were also threatened by another kind of mental-

ity: narrow-minded conformity.

Analyzing Conformity in the Social Sciences

Although intellectuals were concerned about how the complexity of 

modern life threatened the unity of American culture, they also identi-

fi ed a second challenge for the nation: fi nding a way for citizens to main-

tain their autonomy. How could citizens retain their individuality in the 

face of the pressures for homogenization and conformity that perme-

ated American culture? What connected these two challenges—achiev-

ing unity and the maintenance of individual autonomy—was a consistent 

view and set of values regarding the self and its rational independence.

Autonomy was a theme common to discourse about life in America 

as well as in analyses of international politics and culture. When con-

sidering the domestic side of these issues, Americans—from the most 

elite circles of intellectual discourse to the popular media—focused in 

particular on autonomy’s inverse: conformity. From the works of such 

popular social critics as William Whyte and David Riesman to mass-

 market magazines like Reader’s Digest, Woman’s Day, and Life and nov-

els like The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit, Americans expressed anxiety 

about the growing conformity in the nation.9 They believed that the con-

ditions of modern American life, including the corporatization of work 

and suburban homogeneity, produced conformity and therefore weak-

ness in American culture and society. As Daniel Bell put it, “Everyone 

is against conformity, and probably everyone always was. Thirty-fi ve 

years ago, you could easily rattle any middle class American by charg-

ing him with being a ‘Babbitt.’ Today you can do so by accusing him of 

conformity.”10

These concerns about individuality at home were energized by the 

way social commentators and policy makers looked at international af-

fairs. Some argued that America’s inventive spirit depended on its diver-

sity. The homogenization of thought implied by conformity thus threat-

ened to weaken the nation. In 1959, a survey of American culture noted 

that variety and “heterogeneity” had become one of America’s new val-

ues.11 Moreover, domestic conformity suggested a worrisome lack of dis-

tance between the United States and the Soviet Union. For the group 
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of intellectuals concerned with “mass society,” there was a direct con-

nection between conformity and authoritarianism.12 The bland and ho-

mogeneous American suburb and the totalitarian machine that was the 

USSR shared a common feature: they were both populated by a simi-

lar sort of subject. In the imagination of liberal intellectuals, it was that 

kind of person who, devoid of a true self, could undermine American 

democracy.

Americans consistently framed the distinction between capitalism 

and communism as a confl ict between a system that allowed freedom 

of thought and one that did not. These views can be found in the found-

ing document of American Cold War strategy, George Kennan’s policy 

analysis in the journal Foreign Affairs. “NSC-68,” the National Security 

Council’s analysis of the USSR’s quest for world domination and rec-

ommendation for massive increases in military spending, put an offi cial 

stamp on these views. It characterized American democracy as consti-

tuted by freedom of thought, reason, tolerance, diversity, and creativity. 

On the other hand, the USSR was driven by a quest for domination both 

of the world and of individual minds. More pedestrian literature, such as 

pamphlets circulated to high school and college administrators, articu-

lated a similar perspective.13

One such pamphlet was circulated by the Educational Policies Com-

mission (EPC), a group, as noted in the previous chapter, comprised 

of school superintendents, the presidents of Columbia and Harvard 

(Dwight Eisenhower and James B. Conant), and representatives of the 

U.S. Offi ce of Education and of the Carnegie Fund for the Advance-

ment of Teaching. Comparing the “Soviet and non-Soviet worlds,” the 

pamphlet defi ned democracy as “dedicated to the proposition that intel-

lectual freedom is essential to the worthwhile life and development of 

mankind.” Communism, by contrast, was “implacably opposed” to this 

freedom. The pamphlet noted: “There are many other differences be-

tween the two societies, but the issue of intellectual liberty appears to be 

the most basic, clear-cut, diffi cult, and persistent.”14 Left by the wayside 

in this analysis was any discussion of private versus state ownership of 

property or free markets versus centralized control of the economy.

Academic social scientists played an important role in this particu-

lar discourse on self and society. Their work gave structure and author-

ity to ideas about politics and personhood that circulated among edu-

cators, social critics, and policy makers. It gave Americans a system for 

conducting social critique in the language of the individual psyche. And 
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it contributed to the emphasis on psychic autonomy at home and abroad, 

while at the same time providing a set of formal tools for understanding 

persons that could be deployed by more widely read social critics.

By World War II, social scientists had devoted signifi cant attention to 

political questions couched in psychological terms.15 They combined psy-

chology and anthropology in national character studies and in the cul-

ture and personality movement, as well as in psychological explanations 

for the political views held by individuals. The most important work 

in this last genre of social science was The Authoritarian Personality 

(TAP), a thousand-page, twenty-six-chapter study coauthored by The-

odor Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel Levinson, and R. Nevitt 

Sanford.16

The main task of the project that led to TAP was to construct a full 

character profi le for the authoritarian personality and a set of tools by 

which to identify him or her. This work consequently held that preju-

diced and antidemocratic beliefs were only two symptoms of a character 

“syndrome” that had numerous pathological manifestations. To demon-

strate this pathology, the book’s research program involved construct-

ing, administering, and statistically analyzing survey tests of ethnocen-

trism (the “E scale”), authoritarianism or fascism (the “F scale”), and 

anti-Semitism (the “AS scale”). In addition to these techniques, TAP in-

cluded clinical interviews and use of the Thematic Apperception Test 

(TAT), a projective instrument similar to the Rorschach test. TAP re-

peatedly stressed that the scores produced with each of these tests were 

highly correlated with scores on the others.

What, then, were the characteristics of the authoritarian personal-

ity? First, authoritarians were remarkably similar to one another. TAP 

noted that, while those “extremely low” in authoritarianism were a di-

verse group, those who scored high on the authoritarian scale were quite 

uniform.17 The book thereby made a social scientifi c argument for the re-

lationship of individualism to democracy and posited the nondemocratic 

nature of social homogeneity. It also made the identifi cation of people 

affl icted with authoritarianism simple, since one was just like another.

The beauty of TAP was that it identifi ed psychic traits that would ap-

pear both in relationship to other people and also intrapsychically. For 

instance, authoritarian people exhibited prejudiced and stereotyped 

thinking. On the social side, this meant “generalized ethnocentrism”—a 

reactionary rejection of different social groups of all kinds. The authori-
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tarian person’s almost compulsive prejudice came from the “need for an 

outgroup” and inability to identify with “humanity as a whole.”18

On the personal, intrapsychic side, such prejudice meant “stereo-

typed thinking,” “rigidity,” “narrow-mindedness,” and “intolerance of 

ambiguity.” All of these terms had technical defi nitions and indicated 

forms of cognitive defi ciency that would occur even in contexts stripped 

of social cues. Consider, for instance, one of the more widely discussed 

cognitive disorders associated with authoritarianism: “rigidity.” Earlier 

psychologists had linked rigidity to lower and simpler organisms, feeble-

mindedness, mental disorders, lack of creativity, lack of intelligence, and 

ethnocentrism. “Rigidity” had much the same connotation in The Au-
thoritarian Personality as in the earlier psychological studies. However, 

TAP also emphasized the irrational nature of those affl icted with this 

trait.19 The stated reason for this irrationality was that authoritarians op-

erated by “taking over conventional clichés and values. . . . There is no 

place for ambivalence or ambiguities. . . . Every attempt is made to elim-

inate them. In the course of these attempts a subtle but profound distor-

tion of reality has taken place, precipitated by the fact that stereotypi-

cal categorizations can never do justice to all the aspects of reality.”20 

The authoritarian’s distortions of reality occurred not only in connec-

tion with his or her social judgment, but also under conditions of pure 

sensory stimulation. For instance, Frenkel-Brunswik found that ethno-

centric children dealt particularly poorly with ambiguous perceptual 

stimuli.21

Although widely regarded as one of the important and infl uential 

works of the postwar period, TAP received sustained criticism for its reli-

ance on neo-Freudian models to explain authoritarianism. For instance, 

noting the failure of TAP to control for social variables, Herbert Hyman 

and Paul Sheatsley were unconvinced that the cause of an authoritarian 

personality could be found in an individual’s early family experiences 

and their ultimate effects on the psyche.22 The community of social psy-

chologists seemingly agreed with this point. Ultimately, the psychody-

namic theory in TAP was the portion of the work that was least often 

explored in follow-up studies, where attention was primarily focused on 

statistical studies using the F scale.23

Though psychodynamic explanations were largely dropped by social 

scientists, the focus on the authoritarian’s crippled cognitive processes 

remained at full strength. For instance, Jerome Fisher conducted a set 
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Figure 2.1. Stimulus image for memory tests. From Jerome Fisher, “The Memory Pro-

cess and Certain Psychosocial Attitudes, with Special Reference to the Law of Prägnanz,” 
Journal of Personality 19 (1951): 406–20.

Figure 2.2. Percentage of individuals with High or Low authoritarianism scores who mis-

recalled fi gure 2.1. Chart generated from data given in Fisher, “The Memory Process and 

Certain Psychosocial Attitudes.”

of experiments that compared the memory abilities of the ethnocentric 

and the non-ethnocentric. Like the authors of TAP, Fisher found “rigid-

ity” and “intolerance of ambiguity” in ethnocentric subjects. He tested a 

group of college students for ethnocentrism using the questionnaire de-

veloped by the authors of TAP. He also showed them fi gure 2.1. After 
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 removing the fi gure from view, he asked the students to reproduce it. He 

subsequently asked them to draw the fi gure after two weeks and again 

after another two weeks. Noting that the fi gure was asymmetrical, such 

that C1 is twice the size of C2, Fisher then graphically compared those 

high in ethnocentrism (the “Highs”) against the “Lows” on the basis of 

their reproduction of fi gure 2.1 as more symmetrical than it actually was. 

His graph showed that those high in ethnocentrism displayed an increas-

ing tendency to reproduce the fi gure symmetrically. By the fourth week, 

over 60 percent of the “Highs” were erroneously recalling the fi gure as 

symmetrical.24

This demonstration of the cognitive defi cits associated with ethnocen-

trism would become a touchstone of Cold War social science. They were, 

for instance, part of Gordon Allport’s seminal book, The Nature of Prej-
udice, the most important work on racism in the postwar period apart 

from Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma.25 Allport, like Fisher 

and the authors of TAP, explained racism by pointing to the irrational-

ity of racist views.

A second and signifi cant attribute distinguished the democratic char-

acter from the authoritarian one: autonomy. The authoritarian’s social 

and cognitive defi cits extended well beyond the prejudice that closed him 

or her off from experience of the world. Ultimately, the root of the au-

thoritarian’s illness was the lack of a true self. He or she was consequently 

dominated by other people, by experience, or by society. The authoritar-

ian’s attachment to “conventional clichés and values” was a “crutch” that 

substituted for the absent self. TAP noted the ethnocentrist’s “confor-

mity to externally imposed values,” “blind submission to the ingroup,” 

and “uncritical obedience” to authority fi gures.26 The authors also ob-

served that people with democratic minds possessed “greater auton-

omy,” “an internalized conscience . . . oriented toward genuine, intrinsic 

values and standards rather than toward external authorities,”27 and an 

inner core that defi ned the autonomous self.

TAP concluded that autonomy allowed individuals not only to be true 

to themselves but also to maintain a connection with truth and reality. 

Conformity, on the other hand, produced only lies and errors in vision, 

memory, or logic. Ultimately, this account of conformity was embedded 

in the very tools that psychologists developed to diagnose it. In the work 

of Solomon Asch and Richard Crutchfi eld, the measure of conformity 

was defi ned as the percentage of times that a subject yielded to commu-

nity consensus when that community was in error. By contrast, the in-
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herent value of individuality could be seen in the fact that truth could be 

achieved only through difference from the group.28

Fashioning Tools to Measure Creativity

As they had with other character traits, social scientists looked to de-

velop systematic measures of creativity and autonomy. Even though 

these were, in principle, democratic traits that everyone but authoritar-

ians possessed, in practice it was important to be able to rank people ac-

cording to their level of creativity. To accomplish this task, intellectuals 

relied on well-conditioned sensibilities as well as elaborate systems of 

popular and expert characterological analysis to identify and measure 

autonomy and creative thinking. Ultimately, scientifi c and lay psycho-

logical knowledge reinforced each other and provided psychologists, so-

cial critics, policy makers, and their audiences with consistent and reli-

able techniques for molding themselves and judging others on the basis 

of their autonomy and creativity or lack thereof.

Major work on the psychology of creativity began after World War II 

and grew out of military and defense concerns. The Atomic Energy 

Commission (AEC) and the National Science Foundation (NSF) sup-

ported psychological research on creativity as a part of their graduate re-

search fellowship programs.29 For grant offi cers, the problem was one of 

predicting the future. They needed to identify individuals who would, at 

a later date, be the most productive architects of the next generation of 

atomic weaponry. Ultimately, the trait of creativity was one of the fac-

tors the offi cers settled on to make these predictions.

With the support of the Carnegie Corporation and the Rockefeller 

Foundation, a second major research project was initiated in 1949 at 

Berkeley’s Institute of Personality Assessment and Research (IPAR). 

IPAR united members of the Authoritarian Personality project with 

alumni of the personnel assessment project of the Offi ce of Strategic 

Services (OSS), predecessor of the CIA, to develop standards for evalu-

ating creativity and “personal effectiveness.”30

Three critical assumptions linked these projects for identifying the 

creative kind of person. First, creativity was assumed to be a useful, pro-

ductive, social trait. It was not to be understood simply as a mental pro-

cess. It would consequently be measured in terms of the novel creation of 
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actual products, whether they were poems, patents, buildings, or bombs. 

Second, the procedures for identifying creative people were developed 

out of techniques used to study potential OSS offi cers, airplane mechan-

ics, or atomic scientists. Third, psychologists devised instruments for 

measuring and understanding creativity that were calibrated by preex-

isting nonscientifi c notions of what it was and who possessed it. That is, 

they found exemplary individuals who were already known for their cre-

ativity and then built tools that could distinguish these people from ev-

eryone else. Although the methods of defi ning, measuring, and predict-

ing creativity varied from psychologist to psychologist, the one thing that 

they shared was an effort to standardize and ratify preexisting views and 

understandings of who was creative and who was not.31 Psychologists 

thereby constructed psychological theory directly on top of a foundation 

of popular wisdom about creativity.

As a consequence of using preexisting criteria for creativity, psychol-

ogy’s measures of autonomy, creativity, and conformity aligned closely 

with cultural and socioeconomic divisions in American culture. Thus, 

for example, the IPAR researcher Richard Crutchfi eld found that scien-

tists were creative and nonconformist, while the opposite held true for 

military offi cers.32 He also found that creativity and conformity were op-

posite traits. Thus, one could expect to fi nd the least creativity among the 

segments of society that were most conformist, rigid, or authoritarian.

Crutchfi eld and other psychologists noted that women were more 

conformist than men. Presumably because he was so convinced by his 

own work and because it fi t with prevailing stereotypes, Crutchfi eld sub-

sequently went on to publish a widely used textbook in which he errone-

ously cited the work of other psychologists as confi rming his own fi nd-

ing of gender differences in conformity.33 The majority of researchers 

on creativity joined Crutchfi eld in fi nding women both more conform-

ist and less creative than men. Frank Barron, another IPAR researcher, 

articulated a typical view when he wondered whether men created ideas 

and women created children.34

Other social scientists confi rmed Barron’s fi ndings that related cre-

ativity and its opposite, authoritarianism, to class and cosmopolitan cul-

tivation. They found that authoritarianism was inversely correlated with 

both education and measured intelligence.35 In fact, education was so 

closely tied to liberal democratic thinking that college seniors were less 

authoritarian than fi rst-year students.36 Further, adults who had attained 



46 chapter two

only a grammar school education were over twice as likely as those with 

a college education to agree with statements that were indicators of au-

thoritarianism. For instance, 80 percent of those with grammar school 

education agreed “the most important thing to teach children is absolute 

obedience to their parents.” In contrast, only 35 percent of college edu-

cated respondents agreed with this statement.37

While questions such as these managed to divide people along ed-

ucational lines, other tools for identifying authoritarianism were simi-

larly effective in making social distinctions. A reliable way of distin-

guishing the Highs (in authoritarianism) from the Lows was to ask them 

to name people they admired. Those low in authoritarianism responded 

with such names as “Whitman, Pushkin, Beethoven, Voltaire, Bertrand 

Russell, Comte, Maimonides, Confucius, Sir William Osler, Freud, 

[and] Pestallozzi.” On the other hand, the Highs responded with “Mar-

shall, Mac Arthur, Lindbergh, the Pope, Henry Ford, Washington, Teddy 

Roosevelt, Kate Smith, [and] Bing Crosby.” The authors of TAP read 

these two groups of names as an indication that democratically minded 

people valued “intellectual, aesthetic, and scientifi c achievement, social 

contribution, and democratic social change,” while authoritarians val-

ued “power and control, conservative Americana, etc.” On the other 

hand, critics of TAP noted another difference: the individuals admired 

by democratically minded Americans were “largely unknown to non-

intellectuals.”38

The difference between these two classes of responses is underlined 

by research that made direct connections between class and authoritar-

ianism. TAP found that a person’s ethnocentrism score refl ected his or 

her parents’ and grandparents’ professions. On the one hand, people 

who appreciated ethnic and racial difference had parents and grandpar-

ents in professional fi elds. On the other hand, it noted “salesmen, police-

men, fi remen and their families seem to be more frequently among the 

prejudiced.”39 Given the oft-repeated opposition of authoritarianism 

and creativity, it would have been easy in the 1950s to conclude that the 

highly educated children of professionals were the most likely to have 

democratic, creative, and autonomous characters.

Measures of creativity and authoritarianism were incredibly effective 

in dividing American society at its joints. They were tools so well at-

tuned to their context that one psychologist recalls that as an untrained 

student without ever having seen the psychological instruments, he could 

predict with 80 percent accuracy whether a person was authoritarian or 
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not simply by seeing him or her.40 These psychological instruments and 

the traits they reifi ed thus crystallized the Cold War culture that con-

nected class, cultural sensibility, religion, and political orientation.

Social scientists were quite explicit about the cultural foundations of 

authoritarianism. In his early work on the subject, for instance, the soci-

ologist Seymour Martin Lipset repeatedly connected the tolerant, demo-

cratic mindset with “sophistication,” education, and cosmopolitan expe-

rience.41 At the same time, he and the other contributors to the leading 

social scientifi c examination of the radical right found authoritarianism 

and support of McCarthy concentrated among the working class, farm-

ers, and small businessmen.

However, subsequent research would question the assertion that sup-

port of McCarthy was based in the working class. Even Lipset would 

begin to see concentrations of McCarthy defenders among middle- and 

 upper-class Republicans. This transition in perception highlights the 

elitist and historically rooted nature of the 1950s research that linked 

democratic thinking with cultural sophistication.42

Applying the Closed Mind in Politics

Having framed their vision of society in terms of the individual charac-

ter and psyche, midcentury Americans turned to managing political dis-

course by shaping the very meanings of the open, autonomous mind and 

the closed, conformist mind. Social scientists thereby prepared a tech-

nology for conducting politics in psychological terms. Their tools en-

abled those who adopted them to wear a mantle of apolitical, nonideo-

logical science while at the same time labeling certain political positions 

as objectively irrational.

According to some Cold War centrists, political views that fell outside 

the mainstream had all the attributes of conformist authoritarianism—

rigidity, closed-mindedness, and intolerance—and were therefore unwor-

thy of consideration. Although the specifi c political views criticized as rigid 

and closed-minded varied, through the 1950s and into the 1960s it was lib-

eral centrists who most often applied such epithets to their opponents—

whether Communists or others on the left or racists, Joseph McCarthy 

and his supporters, or members of the John Birch Society on the right.43

The centrist character of this psychological/political technology is ev-

ident in the publishing history of TAP, in its reception, and in work that 



48 chapter two

followed in the same genre of political psychology. One of the works that 

inspired TAP was developed using a Marxist framework. In this form, 

the scale of political personality ranged from bad to good as the political 

spectrum moved from authoritarian to neutral to revolutionary. How-

ever, this tripartite structure of political personality that celebrated rev-

olutionary attitudes was dropped in TAP and replaced with a model that 

had two poles: authoritarian and democratic.44

The new frame opened up the possibility of seeing authoritarianism 

on both the right and the left. While TAP helped initiate a pattern in 

Cold War culture of linking communism and fascism, the University of 

Chicago sociologist Edward Shils thought that TAP had not gone far 

enough. In one of the more famous critiques of TAP, Shils argued that 

its opinion scales and analyses missed the obvious fact that Communists 

displayed all of the mental defi ciencies of authoritarians on the right.45

Following Shils’s criticism, social scientists largely looked for ways 

to frame authoritarianism as a trait that could characterize individuals 

on either the right or the left. This move had the advantage of casting 

the study of authoritarianism as apolitical and, consequently, more sci-

entifi c. The social psychologist Milton Rokeach continued this trend by 

substituting a nominally politically neutral term, “closed-minded,” for 

the loaded term “authoritarian.” For psychologists, Rokeach’s new in-

strument possessed two virtues. It could be used to label anyone, regard-

less of his or her politics. In addition, because of the neutrality of the 

tool, the act of labeling itself could be innocent of politics since it was de-

termined not by sentiment but by purely rational expert judgment.

The use of psychology as a means of pursuing centrist politics can be 

readily seen in the interview forms developed by Rokeach to diagnose 

closed-mindedness. A primary characteristic of the “closed mind” was 

its tendency to engage in inappropriate social critique. Rokeach marked 

as closed-minded those who agreed with any of the following statements: 

“Most people don’t give a ‘damn’ for others,” “Unfortunately, a good 

many people with whom I have discussed important social and moral 

problems don’t really understand what’s going on,” or “In times like 

these, a person must be pretty selfi sh if he considers primarily his own 

happiness.”46

Pessimism and ambition were also markers of closed-mindedness. On 

Rokeach’s scale, respondents who agreed that “it is only natural for a 

person to be rather fearful of the future” or that “fundamentally, the 

world we live in is a pretty lonesome place” would be scored as closed-
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minded. The same held true for those who hoped to make a signifi cant 

difference in the world. In this case, the closed-minded person would 

agree with statements such as “The main thing in life is for a person to 

want to do something important,” “If given the chance I would do some-

thing of great benefi t to the world,” or “While I don’t like to admit this 

even to myself, my secret ambition is to become a great man, like Ein-

stein, Beethoven, or Shakespeare.” To Rokeach, all of these statements 

indicated closed-mindedness because they displayed classic symptoms of 

authoritarianism, including “concern with power and status” and “self-

aggrandizement as a defense against self-inadequacy.”47

Of course, there are numerous ways to read criticism of contempo-

rary events or a desire to be of benefi t to the world. One might interpret 

these sentiments in a neutral or even positive light. One could even re-

verse Rokeach’s moral calculus and criticize not the desire for change 

but, rather, complacency. As we will see in chapter 8, that is precisely 

what happened. Thus, Rokeach’s particular way of measuring closed-

mindedness need not be seen simply as a psychological instrument; it 

also serves as a characteristic display of the limited range of action and 

aspiration that 1950s experts like Rokeach deemed acceptable.

In addition to crafting statements to elicit replies that would uncover 

respondents’ social critiques, pessimism, or hopes to have a personal im-

pact on the world—all of which centered on discontent with the current 

state of affairs—Rokeach added others that were specifi cally designed 

to reveal forms of right- or left-wing ideological commitment or “opin-

ionation.” Opinionation signaled essentially the same cognitive charac-

teristics as closed-mindedness, including the inability to think logically. 

Agreeing with such statements, then, would mark the subject as being 

a closed-minded person of a particular sort. He offered the following 

examples:

Left Opinionation:

A person must be pretty stupid if he still believes in differences between 

the races.

A person must be pretty short-sighted if he believes that college profes-

sors should be forced to take loyalty oaths.

Only a simple-minded fool would think that Senator McCarthy is a de-

fender of American democracy.

Thoughtful persons know that the American Legion is not really inter-

ested in democracy.
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It is all too true that the rich are getting richer and the poor are getting 

poorer.

Right Opinionation:

It’s the fellow travelers or Reds who keep yelling all the time about Civil 

Rights.

Any intelligent person can plainly see that the real reason that America is 

rearming is to stop aggression.48

Rokeach argued that he was not measuring specifi c beliefs but,  instead, 

the form in which they were expressed. What made these sample state-

ments particular markers of closed-mindedness was the tone of assur-

ance they expressed and the way they characterized opposing views. 

Rokeach implicitly demanded that—on pain of being labeled irrational

—people remain unemotional on signifi cant issues. Thus, for instance, 

an unwillingness to discuss differences between the races calmly was a 

marker of irrational ideology.

Rokeach’s method of character analysis largely mirrored the tech-

niques in The Authoritarian Personality. Both interpreted the opinions 

and beliefs expressed by subjects as symptoms of fundamental character 

structure. As a system for diagnosing irrationality and lack of connec-

tion with reality, Rokeach’s work provided the means to dismiss social 

criticism from either the right or the left as unworthy of consideration.

In its very aspirations to political objectivity and neutrality, the social 

psychology of Rokeach and his colleagues bears the mark of its time. Al-

though they did not always agree about where the boundaries of proper 

belief were located, social scientists marked certain social and political 

forms as sacrosanct and developed scientifi c tools that demonstrated the 

irrationality of those who dissented. At the same time, they often de-

manded that certain areas remain open to debate. For instance, Gor-

don Allport’s The Nature of Prejudice (1954) characterized those who 

believed in the inequality of the races as having much the same cognitive 

handicaps as the authoritarians and ethnocentrists described in TAP. 

In taking such a defi nitive position, Allport might have been marked by 

Rokeach as closed-minded. On the other hand, Allport took it as entirely 

rational for people to be viscerally opposed to interracial marriage.

Rokeach’s work, TAP, and the psychological research it inspired 

provided a foundation for much postwar cultural criticism. For in-

stance, as was the case in TAP, Seymour Martin Lipset explained fas-



The Creative American 51

cism by its irrationality.49 Another opinion survey conducted during the 

1950s furthered this genre of social criticism by concluding that peo-

ple who deviated from centrist political views did so because they had 

crippled cognitive functions, “personality malintegration,” and “social 

maladaptation.”50 For the purposes of this survey, unlike in Rokeach’s 

work, the vehemence with which people spoke was not at issue. All that 

mattered was the extent to which they held unpopular views.

Such analysis was not simply a form of independent social thought. 

Indeed, two organizations backed by the CIA, the Fund for the Repub-

lic and the American Committee for Cultural Freedom, suggested and 

fi nancially supported research on the “radical right” by Lipset and the 

historian Richard Hofstadter. This work ultimately led to contributions 

to Daniel Bell’s volume The Radical Right. In his chapter, Hofstadter re-

lied heavily on the mode of psychological analysis used in The Authori-
tarian Personality.51

David Riesman and Nathan Glazer, two contributors to The Radi-
cal Right, borrowed a page straight from Else Frenkel-Brunswik by ex-

plaining the behavior of the “discontented” classes in terms of their “in-

tolerance of ambiguity.” This analysis ultimately held sway in the social 

sciences and led to the view that the concerns of the right wing were 

largely an emotional “status anxiety,” rather than legitimate or serious. 

It also likely helped lead liberal intellectuals like Lionel Trilling and 

Richard Hofstadter to conclude that there was no serious argument to 

be made for conservative politics.52 As one of Hofstadter’s graduate stu-

dents, the historian Dorothy Ross, recalls, the prevailing sentiment was 

that conservatives “had no mind.” Such treatment of the right as irra-

tional “pseudoconservatives” may have helped steer intellectuals away 

from serious consideration of conservatism until the 1980s.53 It was not 

only liberal intellectuals who used psychology to constrain political de-

bate, however.

Like TAP, a report by the Educational Policies Commission equated 

proper politics with mental health. The EPC warned of the “impetuous” 

who might call for preventive war and the “escapists” who might call for 

national isolationism. Such escapists, the EPC warned, were the sort of 

people who sought “personal isolation by trying to cut their individual 

lives loose from the social context.” But, the EPC noted hopefully, “It is 

probable, however, that the great majority will come to terms with real-

ity. Diffi cult and unpleasant though that will be, it will in the long run be 

psychologically wholesome.” In making these arguments, the EPC thor-
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oughly mixed psyche and politics. It used politics as a gauge for mental 

health, confl ated the politics of isolationism with the “antisocial” per-

sonality, and even promoted the adoption of the politics of containment 

as a cure for individual emotional distress.54

Psycho-political critique frequently involved labeling unacceptable 

politics as “ideology.” Social critics often contrasted free (and hence 

democratic) thought with ideological thought by mobilizing social psy-

chology’s conceptual apparatus for understanding deviant politics. In this 

model, ideology meant conformity to a system of dogmatic ideas. As psy-

chologists had argued, such conformity meant the loss of individual auton-

omy and, therefore, loss of connection with the real world. Accordingly, 

politicians, social critics, intellectuals, and academics suggested that the 

highest form of thought and political engagement was nonideological.55

This argument was a refrain for the members of the Congress of Cul-

tural Freedom (CCF), an international group of intellectuals covertly 

funded by the CIA. One member, the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., 

echoed the analysis of authoritarianism in TAP while serving as spe-

cial assistant to President John F. Kennedy. He explained the dangers 

of communism to the Indian people and argued that ideology was rigid, 

theological dogma that “obscured reality” and operated contrary to de-

mocracy, pragmatism, and empiricism.56

This veneration of lack of ideology operated on much the same terms 

as the psychological discourse on conformity. The ideologue, much like 

the conformist, lacked autonomy because ideological commitment was 

synonymous with the surrender of freedom of thought. This was a pri-

mary reason why liberal intellectuals ranging from Sidney Hook, a lead-

ing fi gure in the American Committee for Cultural Freedom, the U.S. 

affi liate of the CCF, to Arthur Lovejoy, as well as the EPC, argued that 

Communists should be barred from teaching positions.57 As the EPC 

argued, the facts were quite clear: “The whole spirit of free American 

education will be subverted unless teachers are free to think for them-

selves. It is because members of the Communist Party are required to 

surrender this right . . . that they should be excluded from employment as 

teachers.”58 The point here was not that Communist teachers would cor-

rupt their pupils. Rather, Communists were unsuitable as teachers be-

cause, owing to their ideological commitments and party membership, 

their thoughts were not their own.

While serving as dean of Harvard’s faculty (1953–60), McGeorge 

Bundy delivered testimony to Congress in which he took almost pre-
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cisely the same position. Although Bundy contended that “the real sci-

entifi c strength of the country is in its free minds” and insisted that Har-

vard applied no political tests for employing faculty, it was nevertheless 

the case that the university excluded “Americans who still surrender to 

Communist discipline.”59 However, even those who were not Commu-

nists but who, in Bundy’s eyes, leaned suspiciously far to the left were 

suspect as well.60

Ultimately, Bundy demanded “complete candor” about past associa-

tions and activities from individuals under suspicion. This was, perhaps, 

because Communists were usually taken to be constitutionally dishon-

est. Hence a person’s ability to be truthful indicated that he or she was 

free from one of the primary disabilities of Communism. A complete 

airing of the person’s past therefore also indicated a break from it. Fi-

nally, the requirement of candor had the advantage that it put Bundy in a 

position to retain a nominal commitment to the freedom of ideas and yet 

to dismiss staff, faculty, or graduate students not for their beliefs but be-

cause they had failed to tell the whole truth.

Raymond Allen, president of the University of Washington, Seattle, 

built his justifi cation for having fi red tenured members of his faculty on 

claims similar to those of Bundy and the EPC:

A member of the Communist Party is not a free man. Freedom, I believe, is 

the most essential ingredient of American civilization and democracy. In the 

American scheme educational institutions are the foundation stones upon 

which real freedom rests. . . . [A] member of the Communist Party is not a 

free man, . . . he is instead a slave to immutable dogma. . . . His lack of free-

dom disqualifi es him from professional service as a teacher. Because he is not 

free, I hold that he is incompetent to be a teacher. . . . Because he has failed to 

be a free agent, because he is intolerant of the beliefs of others and because 

education cannot tolerate organized intolerance, I hold that he is in neglect of 

his most essential duty as a teacher.61

Allen, Hook, Bundy, and the EPC thus reached the paradoxical posi-

tion of calling for free thinking while excluding certain people from the 

classroom because their unconventional ideas proved that they did not 

exercise free thought. In fact, one of the faulty fi red by Raymond Al-

len was not even a Communist but simply uncooperative.62 Operating 

within the same system as that advanced by TAP, these educators and 

administrators believed that the improper nature of particular political 
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views could be reduced to and understood in terms of the specifi c kinds 

of mentality and defi cits associated with them.

Society and Well-Mannered Creativity

If improper politics could be explained by a certain form of mentality, 

narrow-minded conformity, intellectuals of the Cold War period offered 

a contrasting, positive model of individual cognition that would advance 

the values they believed constituted America at its best. That positive 

character type possessed inner autonomy, the ultimate form of which 

was creativity. Like conformity, creativity was more than a personal at-

tribute. It had social ramifi cations. The creative person was uniquely ca-

pable of coping with the rapid pace of change that characterized mod-

ern life.63 It was to be the very foundation of the modern pluralist society 

that social critics hoped to build.

In creativity could be found the inverse of all of the personal, emo-

tional, cognitive, social, and political defi cits of the conformist: health, 

fl exibility, openness, tolerance, and democratic character.64 According to 

the authors of The Authoritarian Personality, the democratic person’s 

autonomy produced greater “creativity,” “spontaneity,” “imagination,” 

and “self-actualization” than the authoritarian was capable of.65 This 

meant that creativity was essential to democracy. Indeed, it was often 

linked to autonomy and “inner-direction.”66 Consequently, praise of cre-

ativity and criticism of authoritarianism often traveled together, as in the 

work of Arthur Koestler, one of the founders of the CCF.67

As one Defense Department offi cial indicated, many Americans be-

lieved in the opposition of authoritarianism and creative insight: “In 

practically every discussion of creative effort, great emphasis is placed 

on the point that new ideas constitute departures from conventionalized 

views. On this account, it is argued that any form of rigorous indoctrina-

tion tends to limit intellectual freedom and, therefore, to reduce creative 

capabilities.”68

For many psychologists, social scientists, public intellectuals, and 

their readers in the 1950s, creativity and autonomy were unalloyed aids 

to building a bourgeois society.69 The social nature of creativity stands 

out particularly because of how carefully it was contrasted with genius, 

a trait that traditionally carried antisocial connotations. In opposition 

to creativity, genius was seen more as a product of heredity than of en-
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vironment. While one Reader’s Digest article proclaimed, “You Can 

Learn to Think Creatively,”70 scientists from Francis Galton to Lewis 

Terman and Cyril Burt described genius as an organic property.71 Arti-

cles on genius appeared in eugenics journals, while articles on creativity 

appeared in the Journal of Engineering Education. Genius had a history 

of being associated with physical illness such as tuberculosis and forms 

of mental disorder ranging from insanity to neurosis. In contrast, experts 

insisted that creativity was a sign of health and that neuroses hindered 

 creativity.72 A genius, unlike a creative person, could operate—perhaps 

even operated best—in social isolation.73

Spurred by social concerns and, as I detail below, funding from the 

Atomic Energy Commission, research on creativity exploded after 1950. 

The importance of creativity to postwar Americans was signifi cant 

enough that there were as many creativity studies published between 1950 

and 1965 as there had been in the previous two hundred years.74 A com-

prehensive bibliography on the subject indicates that although research 

on creativity expanded exponentially after World War II, studies on ge-

nius declined. Unlike the work on creativity, which dates predominantly 

to after 1955, the literature on genius dates predominantly from the 

nineteenth century and the early twentieth century. Studies of genius are 

also more European, while the creativity literature is mostly American.75

What we see in the way postwar Americans consistently marginal-

ized genius is how very important it was to them that positive mental 

traits be adaptable to society. They consequently pictured creativity as 

a social affair. While numerous publications examined the kinds of en-

vironments that would foster creativity, there was almost no literature 

on its genetic basis. Many psychologists, cultural critics, and educators 

agreed that creativity was much more a product of nurture than of na-

ture. Accordingly, educational experts fi lled their journals with articles 

on how to promote student creativity.76 Critics of education charged that 

schools, in fact, bled creativity out of students. But both camps believed 

that social environment played a vital role.

The importance of society in constituting creativity was relevant not 

just to everyday schoolchildren but to the best scientists and artists as 

well. For them, as for children, creativity demanded training, knowl-

edge, work, and practice.77 Industry and business publications lauded the 

technique of brainstorming to solve problems at factories or make mar-

keting programs more productive.78 Vocational guidance experts noted 

that creativity made for a more effective sales force.79 Business leaders 
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and engineers sought ways to speed up the rate of product innovation 

and development by improving the work environment.80 Complement-

ing this trend, psychologists examined how group processes affected cre-

ative thought.81

While society affected individual creativity, so, too, did creativity im-

pact society. As portrayed in most literature of the 1950s, individual cre-

ativity was a productive and positive force in society. The word did not 

then have the connotation of critical and oppositional character that it 

would later acquire. Thus, although the opposite of creativity was con-

formity, anti-conformity was by no means equivalent to creativity.

Commentators on creativity in the 1950s consistently emphasized that 

the rejection of social norms did not imply creative thought or character. 

Consider the 1959 book The Uncommon Man: The Individual in the Or-
ganization, by Crawford Greenwalt. In this work Greenwalt, the CEO of 

DuPont, proposed that his corporation should be the model for Ameri-

can society, since most Americans were wage earners working in similar 

organizations. Greenwalt suggested that America’s historic strength and 

its best hope for future progress lay in promoting the creative potential 

of the common man. If organizations like DuPont would reward creative 

ideas, he suggested, American society would prosper.

Greenwalt called for people to practice what he called “good man-

ners” and to follow social norms while at the same time retaining their 

independence of thought. His imagined society, where people could 

maintain their individuality while exhibiting good behavior, rested on 

such conservative political views as the belief that a progressive income 

tax hindered individual motivation.

While it might not be surprising that someone like Greenwalt would 

laud independence of mind as long as it was safely secured within the 

frame of “good manners,” in fact very similar sorts of analyses came from 

the liberal end of the political spectrum as well. For instance, the preface 

to The Creative Mind and Method, a 1960 volume on creativity, argued 

that it was a mistake to identify creativity with the “prevailing picture of 

the . . . artist as a starving, isolated, and rather crazy individual, a social 

and sensual Bohemian who works in fi ts of inspiration—when he isn’t too 

drunk or hopped up to work at all.” Moreover, this work noted that the 

“tragedy” of the Beat Generation lay in its “frantic noises over nothing, 

its desperate rebellion without purpose, and, even more, in its urgent at-

tempts to put equal marks between abstraction and aberration, between 

freedom and carelessness, between the creative and the deviant.”82
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Although this might seem to be a conservative position, the volume’s 

organizers were by no means cultural reactionaries. One of them, Lyman 

Bryson, had championed scientifi c humanism and social engineering, 

both hallmarks of left-wing politics, in his 1948 work, Science and Free-
dom.83 Bryson argued that the strongest society was the one that was the 

most diverse and creative. He accordingly hosted and provided commen-

tary for a radio series for WGBH that presented creative artists, “sci-

entists, philosophers, anthropologists, psychologists, theologians, and 

educators” to the general public. These interviews provided the raw ma-

terial for the Creative Mind and Method volume.84 Given Bryson’s com-

mitment to creativity as a productive social force, the volume’s prefatory 

critique of the Beats should be understood not so much as opposition to 

their unconventional modes of behavior but, rather, as an argument that 

there is no necessary connection between creativity and anti-conformity.

Social scientists made precisely the same point. The liberal sociolo-

gist David Riesman, for instance, wrote that “today, whole groups are 

matter-of-factly Bohemian; but the individuals who compose them are 

not necessarily free. On the contrary, they are often zealously tuned in 

to the signals of a group that fi nds the meaning of life, quite unproblem-

atically, in an illusion of attacking an allegedly dominant and punish-

ing majority of Babbitts.” Riesman was joined in this diagnosis by many 

others, ranging from Paul Goodman, a left-wing poet and social critic, 

to Richard Crutchfi eld, a psychologist who specialized in the study of 

creativity, to Betty Friedan, who, before publishing The Feminine Mys-
tique, had spent the late 1950s combating conformity among high school 

students. They all held that, in being unconventional, Beats and bohemi-

ans were merely slavishly following their unconventional peers.85

Most of the discussion on the relationship between creativity and 

conformity was based on positions roughly similar to those staked out 

by Riesman and Greenwalt. Liberal and conservative social critics imag-

ined well-mannered creativity as a solution to several different kinds of 

problems in postwar America, and they saw conformity as inhibiting the 

creativity they so desired.

Although such interpretations of the polar opposition of conformity 

and creative autonomy were widely shared, what was not so universal 

were the cultural and political values placed upon such mental traits or 

how to identify them. For instance, both liberals and conservatives sup-

ported modern art and jazz as creative expressions that were emblem-

atic of the freedom of the American spirit. Fostering the appreciation of 
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the right kinds of culture, then, would be a way to shape individuals and 

politics. Intellectuals and the cultural and political elite accordingly de-

termined that specifi c forms of cultural production were weapons in the 

Cold War struggle with the Soviet Union.

Frank Barron discovered congruence between the kinds of art that in-

dividuals preferred and where they fell on the continuum of psychologi-

cal simplicity/complexity. “Complex” individuals were more creative and 

fl exible and consistently preferred modern art, whether of the primitiv-

ist, expressionist, impressionist, or cubist variety. The “simple” person, 

on the other hand, evinced authoritarian personality traits (conformity, 

stereotyped thinking, rigid and compulsive morality, dogma, repression) 

and expressed a preference for more traditional representational works 

such as Botticelli’s Virgin and Child, Fra Filippo Lippi’s The Adoration, 

and Gainsborough’s Blue Boy.86

Barron’s fi ndings on art preference fi t well within the cultural system 

of 1950s America. Consequently, the CIA supported the Congress of 

Cultural Freedom, which, in turn, was instrumental in arranging exhib-

its of abstract expressionist art in Europe.87 The pure forms of creativity 

displayed by Jackson Pollock and demanded of his audience seemed to 

highlight the freedoms of the American way of life. While Pollock’s ex-

pressionism suggested the liberation of the individual from politics and 

society, the realism of Soviet art—as well as that of Pollock’s early work 

and the work of his mentor, Thomas Hart Benton—was directly engaged 

with the politics of class.88

The question of creativity’s value demonstrates divisions within the 

United States over what was most genuinely American. Many intellectu-

als, the CIA, and the organizations it funded sought to promote modern 

art in the service of fi ghting communism and advancing autonomy, cre-

ativity, and independent thought. And psychologists produced research 

that demonstrated the un-American character of the right wing and peo-

ple who disliked modern art. On the other hand, reactionaries ranging 

from real estate developers in Los Angeles to art critics for the National 
Review linked modern art and jazz with communism.89

The conservative critique of modern art was not just about the art it-

self. Just as liberal social scientists used their measures of creativity and 

authoritarianism to criticize people who maintained a preference for tra-

ditional art, conservative opinion makers drew on their own criteria of 

proper citizenship to criticize those who produced and consumed mod-

ern art. This critique was continuous with McCarthy’s attack on the 
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Eastern establishment and the elites who populated the State Depart-

ment. In both cases, waging the Cold War involved fi ghting those who 

were perceived to be eroding America from within.

Conservatives would fi ght the Cold War by attacking precisely those 

parts of culture that liberals saw as both most central to America and 

most antithetical to Communist values. Thus, while liberals advocated 

tolerance and saw conformity as characteristic of Communist totalitari-

anism, the sociologist Samuel Stouffer found that McCarthy drew support 

from people who were both ignorant and intolerant of nonconformity.90

This association between conformity and McCarthyism appeared not 

only in the survey work of social scientists but also in the words of some 

of McCarthy’s most famous defenders. In the context of a 1954 book de-

fending Joseph McCarthy’s goals and methods, William Buckley and 

Brent Bozell, rather than critiquing conformity as antithetical to Amer-

ican values, argued that it was only proper to support America by de-

manding conformity to its central values. Buckley contended that lib-

erals’ advertised support of academic freedom was hollow. In an earlier 

book, God and Man at Yale (1951), he had pointed out that liberals at 

his alma mater did not extend academic freedom to Communists and 

argued that the homage paid to it was merely a cover for indoctrinating 

students in liberalism, undermining their proper religious faith, and pro-

moting egalitarianism and collectivism.91

McGeorge Bundy, then a professor of government at Harvard, wrote 

what would be used as one of Yale’s semioffi cial responses to Buck-

ley’s book on Yale. His scathing review rebutted Buckley’s accusations, 

charged him with dishonesty, and attacked him as a “twisted and igno-

rant” man.92 In this review and the interchange that followed, several 

of the problems that Bundy and other liberals found with Communists 

would appear in connection with Buckley. Although Buckley’s published 

riposte argued that it was Bundy who was dishonest, Bundy’s reply main-

tained that even Buckley’s self-defense was mendacious.

One signifi cant issue that Bundy highlighted was Buckley’s Catholic 

faith. He found it “strange” and “remarkable” that Buckley was “an ar-

dent Catholic,” hid that fact, and yet called for Yale to return to its re-

ligious tradition—one that, Bundy pointed out, was Protestant. Bundy 

was particularly bothered by Buckley’s effort to conceal his “special 

allegiance.”93 Here Bundy raised the same questions about Buckley’s 

character that he used to justify excluding Communists from Harvard 

and other universities: they were constitutionally dishonest and they 
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“surrendered” their own freedom of thought in the name of political or 

religious dogma.94

Bundy asked Buckley for the same candor that he would later, as dean, 

demand from ex-Communists and other left-wing faculty at Harvard. In 

the view of Bundy and other liberal anti-Communists, both communism 

and Catholicism involved “special allegiance” to an institution that dic-

tated truth rather than seeing it as something to be discovered by the 

individual or though a process of inquiry. Further, although Bundy did 

not highlight this specifi c point, God and Man at Yale advocated pre-

cisely the aspect of the Catholic educational system—that is, teaching 

that truth is a given rather than something to be discovered—that liber-

als like John Dewey and Sidney Hook had critiqued as authoritarian and 

that General Education in a Free Society had rejected as inappropriate 

for most American schools.95

Bundy’s treatment of Buckley as akin to a Communist in his mindset 

was far from idiosyncratic. Despite the fact that Catholics from Buckley 

to Joseph McCarthy made careers of rooting communism out of Ameri-

can life, they were often read as sharing mental attributes with these en-

emies. As David Hollinger and John McGreevy have noted, during the 

1940s and early 1950s liberal scholars, including Dewey, Hook, Rokeach, 

and Lipset, saw considerable overlap between the attitudes of the Cath-

olic Church and the authoritarian mindset. This view hinged on the sup-

port of Catholics for Francisco Franco as well as on the anti-Semitism of 

such famous Catholics as Father Coughlin. Hook, for instance, linked 

the Catholic intellectual Jacques Maritain to communism, opining that 

“Catholicism is the oldest and greatest totalitarian movement in his-

tory.” Hook supported this claim by noting the ability of Catholics to 

make peace with Fascists like Mussolini; he also suggested that Maritain 

was comfortable with communism because, as he put it, communism and 

Catholicism shared “dogmatic metaphysics.”96

* * *

The lauding of mental attributes such as a penchant for open-minded 

inquiry or fl exibility was a partisan endeavor, even if it did not always 

travel under an explicit banner of political activity. When authoritari-

anism could be successfully measured by a person’s admiration of the 

pope and democratic character assessed by a person’s appreciation of 
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Bertrand Russell, these traits ultimately marked more than political af-

fi liation and cognitive capabilities. They simultaneously served as effec-

tive tools for measuring and marking an individual’s social position.

Conclusion

Ultimately, psychological tests of creativity and open-mindedness, much 

like other robust psychological instruments, such as IQ tests and the 

SAT, were tuned in favor of certain social, cultural, religious, economic, 

and political groups in America.97 Just as psychologists such as Lewis 

Terman used psychometric tests to crystallize particular norms of gen-

der and intelligence, the psychological measurements of creativity and 

authoritarianism reifi ed American political, social, class, and gender di-

visions of the 1950s so well because they were cast in the mold of pre-

existing social judgments.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the partisan nature of psychologi-

cal measures of the open and creative or closed and authoritarian mind, 

these measures spread widely though American society. By the mid-

1990s, over two thousand studies on authoritarianism had been pub-

lished; they most likely involved screening hundreds of thousands of 

Americans. Further, anecdotal evidence indicates that unpublished ex-

aminations dwarf published studies, as academic psychologists in almost 

every university and college screened students in their classes for author-

itarianism.98 Consequently, despite the substantive methodological crit-

icism TAP received, especially for its Freudian aspects, the social prac-

tices for identifying authoritarianism and related defi cits of mind were 

widely propagated by social scientists and their readers. And, as with 

the SAT, despite the specifi c origins of these measures of creativity and 

authoritarianism, they became useful general tools for evaluating and 

shaping both individuals and society.

“Creativity” worked well as a measure of individual merit and as a 

metric for social inclusion or exclusion. In so doing, it joined other sys-

tematic means of ranking individuals such as “intelligence,” “merit,” and 

“character.” The latter two terms functioned as devices for elite colleges 

that found intelligence and academic ability insuffi cient means for keep-

ing their populations wealthy, white, and Protestant.99 Like other men-

tal traits, creativity was found in highest measure among the people who 
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framed the term. As psychologists eventually recognized, the prototype 

of the creative person they described was none other than the psycholo-

gists themselves or other intellectuals who were defi ning creativity.100

The values, sensibilities, preferences, and forms of thinking that were 

prevalent within the community of psychologists helped to form the def-

inition of rationality, creativity, and right thinking in mid-twentieth-

century America. The creative self they saw as the solution to the prob-

lems of American life was ultimately based on a form of selfhood de-

sired in leading research universities.

The lines of infl uence ran in more than one direction, however. Where 

intellectual values and ideals encoded in ideals of autonomy functioned 

to police the boundaries of acceptable politics and social thought in 

America, it was also the case that the values of liberal pluralism helped 

to structure the daily lives of intellectuals. The next chapter takes up the 

infl uence of liberal democratic thinking within the microculture of the 

elite academy.
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