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A good biography is never about only the man
or woman who is its subject. It is always about the
world through which its subject moves. Peter
Hartshorn, author of I Have Seen the Future: A
Life of Lincoln Steffens, understands this, and is
fortunate to have taken for his subject a man—now
largely forgotten —who moved through a world
almost baroque in its richness. Indeed, so packed is
Steffens’s life with characters and incidents that to
follow him through the late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century is to be reminded of an American
history that has been all but cropped out of the story
in favor of excessive attention to the founding fathers
and “the greatest generation.”

Who now knows the names Emma Goldman,

Louise John Reed, John and James

McNamara, Robert La Follette:

Bryant,
all members of
Steffens’s circle? If one of those names does cause
a bell to tinkle off in the distance, it’s probably
only thanks to a slogan on a t-shirt—something
about dancing—or a Warren Beatty film from the

1980s —something about commies.

It might be argued that figures like Goldman
(an anarchist who was born in Russia and died in
Canada) and Reed (born in Portland, Oregon, but
interred in the Kremlin Wall Necropolis when, a
Communist Party functionary, he succumbed to
typhus) were too far outside the mainstream to
play a significant role in American history. Since
history is written by the winners, and since most
of the causes championed by Steffens and his
comrades were far from entirely successful, it
becomes clear that these losers have no place in the
story Americans like to tell about their country.
La Follette may be emblematic here: he ran for
president and lost not once but twice. The best he
ever did was as the candidate of the Federated
Farmer-Labor Party in 1924 when he took only his
home state, Wisconsin, and its thirteen electoral
votes.

When Steffens entered public life as a crusading
journalist—he was one of those for whom the term
“muckraker” was coined—he had a lot in common
with La Follette, a respected friend. They both
believed that there were problems plaguing America,
but also that there were solutions to these problems
short of revolution. La Follette, who was at different
times governor of, and senator from, Wisconsin,
this
throughout his life. Steffens, on the other hand,

persisted in oft-disappointed  optimism
came to believe that “democracy cannot be achieved
by democratic methods” (368).1

As wrongheaded, or even deplorable, as one
may find this attitude (it’s hard to think of dictator
who wouldn’t wholeheartedly agree), one comes to
understand, reading Hartshorn’s chronicle, how
Steffens came to feel this way. First was all the
muck through which he’d dragged his rake. His

investigative forays into a number of American

1 All quotations are from the book under review.
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cities gave rise to a series of articles blowing the
lid off of American municipal corruption. Collected
into a book, The Shame of the Cities (1904), these
pieces made Steffens a journalistic superstar. Major
national and international magazines fought over
his work, and “even a cigar company joined the
rush to praise Steffens by naming a cigar after
him and featuring his face on the box” (114).
Steffens got famous, but that wasn’t all. He
also got disillusioned with the American system,
began to “unlearn,” as he was fond of putting it, an
old truth: the notion that tycoons were the bad guys
and the American people the good guys. Instead,
getting to know the plutocrats he was writing about,
he found that “...bribery and corruption can be
done by good men...” (117). He did not excuse the
tycoons’ behavior, but he began to include the
American people among those he blamed for the sorry
state in which he found the country. “The misgovern-
ment of the American people,” he explained, “is
misgovernment by the American people” (118).
About one muck-filled city, St. Louis, he wrote:
The stream of pollution branched off in the
most unexpected directions and spread out in a
network of veins and arteries so complex that
hardly any part of the body politic seemed clear
of it. It flowed out of the majority party into
the minority; out of politics into vice and crime;
out of business into politics, and back into
business; from the boss, down through the
police to the prostitute, and up through the
practice of law into the courts; and the big
throbbing arteries ran out through the
country over the State to the Nation—and
back. (116)
His disillusionment with American cities in the
early part of the twentieth century, as the final
clause suggests, had spread beyond individual cities
to encompass the nation.
Disillusionment with the American attempt at
democracy, though, is only half of what made

Steffens renounce democratic methods. The other

piece of the puzzle was that the revolution in Russia
seemed to offer a model of how a society might
move quickly from inequality and corruption even
ranker than that found in America to an almost
utopian state, and do so without the long delays
and ineffectual stumbling that Steffens had come
to feel characterized attempts at democratic reform.
“Only an incurable romantic,” Hartshorn writes,
“...could have sincerely believed that a democratic
order would evolve from the massive, crippled,
dysfunctional state that was Russia in 1917. Steffens
believed” (270).

Having watched the rise and fall of communism
in i1ts Leninist, Stalinist, and Maoist varieties, and
having seen the destruction these systems wrought,
one can only conclude that Steffens was not just an
“incurable romantic,” but also a fool, though perhaps
the terms are synonymous. Americans in our time,
who have lived through the Reagan and George W.
Bush years and now watch Obama endorse and
fortify several of Bush the Younger’s most appalling
policies, are generally able to articulate quite
convincingly what it is that has been appalling
about the rightward shift of the United States.
They—we—are generally unable, however, to
articulate what a bright alternative future might
look like or to explain how we might reach that
unimaginable place. We no longer have a “future”
like the one Steffens saw in revolutionary Russia,
and believed in as fervently when he died in 1936
as he had in 1917.

Even as we pat ourselves on the back for our
world-weary skepticism, for being too smart to fall
for solutions as simple and flawed as the one
embraced by Steffens, we must also confess to a
touch of envy. How nice it would be to believe.
Hartshorn reminds us in this superb biography
that, once upon a time, good people did believe.

(FAT 49 F-a—v—  ¥GEILa=l—va ¥R

—(73)—





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 15%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


