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Agoodbiographyisneveraboutonlytheman

orwomanwhoisitssubject.Itisalwaysaboutthe

world through which its subject moves.Peter

Hartshorn,authorofIHaveSeentheFuture:A

LifeofLincolnSteffens,understandsthis,andis

fortunatetohavetakenforhissubjectaman�now

largely forgotten�who moved through a world

almostbaroqueinitsrichness.Indeed,sopackedis

Steffens・slifewithcharactersandincidentsthatto

follow him throughthelatenineteenth-andearly

twentieth-centuryistoberemindedofanAmerican

historythathasbeenallbutcroppedoutofthestory

infavorofexcessiveattentiontothefoundingfathers

and・thegreatestgeneration.・

Whonow knowsthenamesEmmaGoldman,

Louise Bryant, John Reed, John and James

McNamara,RobertLa Follette:allmembersof

Steffens・scircle? Ifoneofthosenamesdoescause

abelltotinkleoffinthedistance,it・sprobably

onlythankstoasloganonat-shirt�something

aboutdancing�oraWarrenBeattyfilm from the

1980s�somethingaboutcommies.

ItmightbearguedthatfigureslikeGoldman

(ananarchistwhowasborninRussiaanddiedin

Canada)andReed(borninPortland,Oregon,but

interredintheKremlinWallNecropoliswhen,a

CommunistParty functionary,hesuccumbed to

typhus)weretoofaroutsidethemainstream to

playasignificantroleinAmericanhistory.Since

historyiswrittenbythewinners,andsincemost

ofthe causes championed by Steffens and his

comrades were far from entirely successful,it

becomesclearthattheselosershavenoplaceinthe

storyAmericansliketotellabouttheircountry.

LaFollettemaybeemblematichere:heranfor

presidentandlostnotoncebuttwice.Thebesthe

everdid wasasthecandidateoftheFederated

Farmer-LaborPartyin1924whenhetookonlyhis

homestate,Wisconsin,anditsthirteen electoral

votes.

WhenSteffensenteredpubliclifeasacrusading

journalist�hewasoneofthoseforwhom theterm

・muckraker・wascoined�hehadalotincommon

with La Follette,a respected friend.They both

believedthattherewereproblemsplaguingAmerica,

butalsothatthereweresolutionstotheseproblems

shortofrevolution.LaFollette,whowasatdifferent

timesgovernorof,andsenatorfrom,Wisconsin,

persisted in this oft-disappointed optimism

throughouthislife.Steffens,ontheotherhand,

cametobelievethat・democracycannotbeachieved

bydemocraticmethods・(368).1

Aswrongheaded,oreven deplorable,asone

mayfindthisattitude(it・shardtothinkofdictator

whowouldn・twholeheartedlyagree),onecomesto

understand,reading Hartshorn・s chronicle,how

Steffenscametofeelthisway.Firstwasallthe

muckthroughwhichhe・ddraggedhisrake.His

investigativeforaysintoanumberofAmerican
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citiesgaverisetoaseriesofarticlesblowingthe

lidoffofAmericanmunicipalcorruption.Collected

intoabook,TheShameoftheCities(1904),these

piecesmadeSteffensajournalisticsuperstar.Major

nationalandinternationalmagazinesfoughtover

hiswork,and・evenacigarcompanyjoinedthe

rushtopraiseSteffensbynamingacigarafter

him andfeaturinghisfaceonthebox・(114).

Steffensgotfamous,butthatwasn・tall.He

alsogotdisillusionedwiththeAmericansystem,

beganto・unlearn,・ashewasfondofputtingit,an

oldtruth:thenotionthattycoonswerethebadguys

andtheAmericanpeoplethegoodguys.Instead,

gettingtoknowtheplutocratshewaswritingabout,

hefoundthat・...briberyandcorruptioncanbe

donebygoodmen...・(117).Hedidnotexcusethe

tycoons・behavior,buthebegan to includethe

Americanpeopleamongthoseheblamedforthesorry

stateinwhichhefoundthecountry.・Themisgovern-

mentoftheAmerican people,・heexplained,・is

misgovernmentbytheAmericanpeople・(118).

Aboutonemuck-filledcity,St.Louis,hewrote:

Thestream ofpollutionbranchedoffinthe

mostunexpecteddirectionsandspreadoutina

networkofveinsandarteriessocomplexthat

hardlyanypartofthebodypoliticseemedclear

ofit.Itflowedoutofthemajoritypartyinto

theminority;outofpoliticsintoviceandcrime;

outofbusinessintopolitics,andbackinto

business;from theboss,downthroughthe

policetotheprostitute,andupthroughthe

practiceoflaw intothecourts;andthebig

throbbing arteries ran out through the

countryovertheStatetotheNation�and

back.(116)

Hisdisillusionmentwith American citiesin the

earlypartofthetwentiethcentury,asthefinal

clausesuggests,hadspreadbeyondindividualcities

toencompassthenation.

DisillusionmentwiththeAmericanattemptat

democracy,though,isonly halfofwhatmade

Steffensrenouncedemocraticmethods.Theother

pieceofthepuzzlewasthattherevolutioninRussia

seemedtoofferamodelofhow asocietymight

movequicklyfrom inequalityandcorruptioneven

rankerthanthatfoundinAmericatoanalmost

utopianstate,anddosowithoutthelongdelays

andineffectualstumblingthatSteffenshadcome

tofeelcharacterizedattemptsatdemocraticreform.

・Only an incurableromantic,・Hartshorn writes,

・...couldhavesincerelybelievedthatademocratic

order would evolve from the massive,crippled,

dysfunctionalstatethatwasRussiain1917.Steffens

believed・(270).

Havingwatchedtheriseandfallofcommunism

initsLeninist,Stalinist,andMaoistvarieties,and

havingseenthedestructionthesesystemswrought,

onecanonlyconcludethatSteffenswasnotjustan

・incurableromantic,・butalsoafool,thoughperhaps

thetermsaresynonymous.Americansinourtime,

whohavelivedthroughtheReaganandGeorgeW.

Bush yearsandnow watch Obamaendorseand

fortifyseveralofBushtheYounger・smostappalling

policies,are generally able to articulate quite

convincingly whatitisthathasbeen appalling

abouttherightwardshiftoftheUnitedStates.

They�we�are generally unable, however, to

articulatewhatabrightalternativefuturemight

looklikeortoexplainhow wemightreachthat

unimaginableplace.Wenolongerhavea・future・

liketheoneSteffenssaw inrevolutionaryRussia,

andbelievedinasferventlywhenhediedin1936

ashehadin1917.

Evenaswepatourselvesonthebackforour

world-wearyskepticism,forbeingtoosmarttofall

forsolutionsassimpleand flawed astheone

embracedbySteffens,wemustalsoconfesstoa

touchofenvy.How niceitwouldbetobelieve.

Hartshorn remindsusin thissuperb biography

that,onceuponatime,goodpeopledidbelieve.
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