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T 
hose of you who have read Tributes: Personal 
Reflections on a Century of Social Research 
are aware of my strong reluctance to interject 

myself into a recollection of fallen heroes. Indeed, this 
was also the case in my near 400-page biography of C. 
Wright Mills. But this time, I am taking the risk and 
marginally inserting myself into the picture. I do this 
with the encouragement of Valerie Gibbs, the daughter 
of the late Peter Viereck, who with extraordinary grace 
and kindness told me that Peter had succumbed to the 
inevitable fates of age and ailment on Saturday, May 
13, 2006. I feel that my role and that of Transaction, 
in publishing and republishing the works of Peter had 
a powerful impact not only on his final decade, but on 
public assessment of his role. That assessment would 
have been forthcoming in any event, arguably at a later 
stage in the ruminations the living accords the dead. He 
would have been rediscovered in any effort to locate the 
fine line that distinguishes the strong thread of culture 
from random recollections of a remote person. 

For me and our publishing house, Peter Viereck is 
part of a special group of twentieth-century figures who 
transcend discipline and disciples alike. That group 
includes people no longer with us such as Thorstein Ve- 
blen, Walter Lippmann, Peter Drucker, Margaret Mead, 
Aaron Wildavsky, Lewis A. Feuer, Raymond Aron, 
Gunnar Myrdal, Anselm Strauss, George Homans, 
Lewis Filler, and other living major figures like Richard 
Hoggart, Thomas Szasz, Robin Fox, Michael Novak, 
Walter Laqueur, David J. Rothman, Seymour Martin 
Lipset, and Bruce Mazlish who are very much with us. 
Both past and present scholars have earned for Trans- 
action the right to be called the publisher of record in 
international social science. It is thus with a sense of 
respect to Peter, and honor for the achievements of 

that select group of visionaries with whom he shares 
a common culture and a concrete sense of the world, 
that this special tribute to Peter Viereck is offered. 
While we ruefully recognize the termination of the 
life cycle, we celebrate his and others' hard struggles 
to bring about a reasonable world. These people help 
establish the cultural parameters of our traditions. It is 
fitting that this profile to Peter is offered in the closest 
approximation to an intellectual home he ever had. 
We wear as a badge of honor Peter's statement which 
adorns many of our catalogues: "I deem Transaction by 
far to be the best publisher ever on books about society, 
and feel honored to be included in such company." It 
needs only to be added that this remark was not canned 
or solicited, but part of a much longer letter on what 
the Transaction connection meant to him. 

It is my great and good honor to have published, 
through the auspices of Transaction all of the major 
works, some old, some rewritten, others new, the writ- 
ings of Peter Viereck. (We have also published several 
by his good friend, Arthur Schlesinger as well). In 
the process, Peter and ] probably exchanged several 
hundred letters--all either handwritten or on a type- 
writer that better imitated the style of the author than 
computer-driven electronic mail ever could! These 
exchanges were both personal as well as professional. 
But in Peter's case, we have the public documents upon 
which to draw, and for these rather than any presump- 
tively revelatory epistles I would like to encourage 
your attention. Viereck is one of the truly independent 
thinkers of the twentieth century. The idea of greatness 
is too readily bandied about, so it is best to simply state 
ex cathedra, why I believe this to be the case. 

A well-intentioned essay in The New Yorker (October 
24, 2005), featured a story on Peter Viereck in its "Life 
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and Letters" segment. It was entitled "The First Con- 
servative: How Peter Viereck Inspired--and Los t - -a  
Movement." This is, of course, the stuff of pulp fiction. 
Viereck neither inspired nor lost any movement. He was 
not a movement man, but a man of ideas. Indeed, in the 
very same story, Peter himself declares: "Why should 
any young man want to be a conservative, on a globe 
where so much needs changing?" This self-reflexive 
remark elicited from the article's author, an observation 
that Viereck was simply subject to "defensiveness." A 
far more accurate explanation is that far from being 
linked to "fringe groups," Viereck's writings and career 
were a testimonial to the life of culture--European and 
American. His revised 2003 edition of Conservatism 
Revisited, first issued in an earlier 1949 edition, adds 
to the title The Revolt against Ideology. That sub-text 
carries the message of the work. As Peter says in his 
new introduction to his great book on Metapolitics: 
From Wagner and the German Romantics to Hitler, 
"monumental thinking automatically subordinates 
individual lives and liberties to the collective." 

That singular comment could well encapsulate 
the thought and writings both of "liberal" Arthur 
Schlesinger and "conservative" Peter Viereck, while 
at the same time, distinguish the two friends. I suspect 
that their similarities were due less to philosophical 
underpinnings as a sense that important distinctions 
and dichotomies take place beyond the scope of ideo- 
logical polarities and political labeling. What demar- 
cated the two men is less different sides of a barricade 
than different sides of an ocean. There is something 
quintessentially European about Peter, just as there is 
something quaintly national as well as liberal about 
Arthur. The Vital Center was something Schlesinger 
could correctly perceive as beyond the Left and Right 
polarities in mid-century America. But for a European, 
the "center" no longer held as a result of fascism and 
communism. What remained for Viereck was less a 
political option than a moral standard beyond or at 
least outside the political process as such. For Peter, the 
capacity of America to escape the ravages of European 
dictatorships resided in three elements: First, freedom, 
not as an abstracted novelty but as an everyday reality 
rooted in concrete legal, that is, constitutional tradi- 
tions. Second, the American ability to avoid a grand 
operatic sensibility in favor of a plain sense of humor 
in the face of crisis. And third, a liberal-conservative 
balance that distinguishes authority from authoritarian- 
ism at one end and anarchy at the other. 

m! 
tapolitics, while aimed at discovering the 
eep cultural roots of Nazism in history, 
arried as a sub-text Viereck's search for 

explaining the sources of the democratic experience. 
In this, he was at one with conservatives such as Rus- 
sell Kirk and Leo Strauss, as well as liberals like Louis 
Hartz and Arthur Schlesinger. The post-World War II 
period produced a temporary consensus: intense reflec- 
tions on the magnitude of warfare in the West. And 
while political differences were real, both liberals and 
conservatives shared a growing realization that cultural 
commonalities made this consensus feasible. I submit 
that this sense of the common culture represented the 
bridge between such different spirits as Viereck and 
Schlesinger. The thought of Peter without a sense of the 
poetic is alien; the thought of Arthur without a sense 
of practical politics is likewise hard to imagine. This is 
not meant to be an invidious distinction, or a claim of 
the superiority of the general over against the specific, 
but it does indicate that the cultural fault lines were 
drawn by Peter with a special aesthetic. 

Peter could no more be a partisan on behalf of the 
Republican Party than Schlesinger could avoid parti- 
sanship on behalf of the Democratic Party. The idea of 
Peter enlisting in the cause of Dwight Eisenhower was 
at least as unreasonable as Schlesinger not doing so in 
the name of the Party of Roosevelt and Kennedy. Peter 
was not a historian of political leaders or parties, but he 
was a historian of the rational. This is not to assert that 
the world is reasonable in its movements a la Vico or 
Condorect, but that the task of human beings engaged 
in a struggle with the temporal must draw sustenance 
from the eternal. And those verities have to do with 
reason as an instrument in pursuit of democratic val- 
ues. Peter was as much an enemy of communism as of 
Nazism, as dismayed by a Joseph McCarthy as he was 
by a Joseph Stalin, as repelled by a Barry Goldwater 
as he was disgusted by a Henry Wallace. It is not that 
he failed to realize differences in actual power among 
political extremists. He knew the limits of a Republican 
senator from Wisconsin when compared to the director 
general of the Communist Third International. But he 
also knew that accidents of power cannot mask com- 
mon roots of ideology, intolerance, and irrationality. 
The task of reason is memory, and memory in turn is 
what the historian is charged to uncover. 

Cultural historians published by Transaction come 
in all ideological sizes and shapes--from a Jacques 
Barzun to a John Lukacs--but  Peter was part of a 
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special band of scholars for whom the European Ex- 
perience with totalitarianism became a warning sign 
and a symbol for what Americans need to avoid. There 
was nothing haughty or dismissive about his critical 
perspectives toward Europe, but there was a sense of 
warning signals that emanated from the nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century regimes and cultures. It was Peter's 
acute sense that the Enlightenment turned on itself; had 
become a cause of political insistence rather than one of 
pedagogical advancement. In Germany, the Aufklarung 
was enmeshed by religion and grandiose theological 
doctrines of salvation on earth, while in France the 
tradition of illumination was stamped by intolerance of 
politics that permitted any sort of accommodation with 
rivals. The state simply became the source of not only 
sovereignty but of legitimacy itself. Even the faintest 
hint of unauthorized beliefs and values was seen as an 
impingement, an interference, with the divine right 
of kaisers, czars and prime ministers. The king's two 
bodies--the divine and the secular--were reduced to 
the singular mind and body of the ruler. 

Peter's love affair with America was in some mea- 
sure a consequence of Europe's incapacity to rise above 
nationalism, tinged with ethnic exclusivity, racial supe- 
riority, and cultural collectivism. It was the pluralism 
of America in all things: politics, religion, and culture 
as such that made America's sense of individualism 
meaningful if not always brilliant. If Peter had a streak 
of conservatism it was stylistic, a faith in the haute tradi- 
tion of poetry, fiction, drawing, and music. But he never 
denigrated difference. If populism was suspect for him, 
it was because of its tendency to eliminate the highest 
achievements of European culture in an unregenerate 
effort to massify the culture--if not by vulgarity then by 
ideology. The idea of culture as pure entertainment may 
have preserved the United States from the worst infesta- 
tions of totalitarian design, but it nonetheless opened the 
gates to coarseness and mendacity. Mass culture confused 
entertainment with titillation and information flows with 
marketing gimmicks. I suspect that this tendency in 
Peter's work is what earned him the conservative labels 
with which he was saddled for a lifetime--although 
liberals like Dwight Macdonald and C. Wright Mills 
held to the same cultural standards. 

Peter was engaged in a struggle for the private life, 
or as he sometimes called it in a positive light, the 
search for "inner psychological liberty." Viereck's 
overadjusted man knows only the public life, shaped 
by external forces without recourse to internal stamina. 

He was fond of citing Yeats on those things that can 
be bought and sold. "The muse is mute when unloved 
men applaud a modern throne." The intersection of 
history and the literary takes place outside the fabric of 
the full integrated personality. Poetry was for Peter an 
expression of living outside the bubble and the babble 
of society. He could readily call on a "New post-Orwell 
nightmare: first we're saved from chore by gadget, then 
enslaved by tech. 'The road to hell is paved with good 
intentions.' In nuclear radiance bathed." 

Peter was more concerned by the American as the 
prototypical "malcontent of prosperity" than by the 
impoverished that raised their fists in futile gestures. 
His own rebellion against technology took the form 
of handwritten exercises in hieroglyphics. But this 
pugnacious defiance of technology carried with it a 
Rousseauan quality, a belief from the Discourses that 
the price of technological development is freedom, as 
chores and goals are parceled out to the great machine 
gods. In this he struck the theme of Isabel Paterson in 
The God of the Machine. But his was less a harkening 
back to good old days (which he did not believe for a 
moment in any event) than a search for some semblance 
of balance between the technical and the theological. 
Unlike most conservatives, Viereck was more the Ar- 
istotelian than the Platonist. The gradations of good 
and evil, right and wrong, true and false interested him 
more than the ethical polarities as such. 

One critical element in the psychology of everyday 
life is the legitimacy of ordinariness itself. Like Mon- 
taigne before him, Peter was an essayist. Scratch just 
about any of his work and you will find not so much 
chapters in a tightly knit narrative as essays compiled 
for an occasion that magically became a unified vi- 
sion, a book. The essayist is a ready-to-wear moralist. 
The very best of them, like Viereck, hide that sense 
of the ethical, rather than display it. He does so by 
referring to quotidian events. So we get "the rootless 
nostalgia for roots"... "Conservatives and two sorts of 
liberals"... "direct and indirect democracy".., and "the 
improprieties of progress." Behind all of these essays 
are moral guidelines, thinly disguised as empirical in- 
vestigations, but finally revealed as the special dignity 
that offers tough-minded applications to the mind. 

In his deeply felt support for Adlai Stevenson, 
Viereck described him as "the restorer of the intel- 
lectual," perhaps like himself, the outsider looking 
in, and someone with "inner bedrock" and for whom 
self-respect trumps political polls. Peter saw himself 
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in Stevenson, the man for all seasons who also had a 
balanced tension of mind and spirit that can properly 
be called "integrity." They shared an appeal for which 
the political life was abhorrent, because it was a purely 
public affair lacking in qualities of emotional depth 
and detail It was precisely this sense of intimacies 
that made Peter so special, so much more than a con- 
servative loathed by liberals and a liberal loathed by 
conservatives. 

Peter was not a scientist--neither physical nor so- 
cial. He was a poet for whom history sang its rhythms 
and rhymes in bold colors. But in his fierce dedication 
to the texture of historical affairs and moral purpose 
he was very much like the best figures in the scientific 
spirit of the age. The easy flow of the historical into the 
poetical is not exactly an American trait; then again, 
Peter was not exactly the typical American. If you 
could combine a Walt Whitman and a Thorstein Veblen, 
you probably would come as close as possible to the 
nineteenth-century ideal that Peter displayed more than 
advocated as the proper posture of an erect human being 
entering the twenty-first century. He accepted honors 
but did not covet them. He appreciated the rewards of 
comfort, but did not bend his imagination in their search. 
In this he stood shoulder to shoulder with science as an 
expression of truth seeking and ethical bildung. And 
in this he also located the nexus between the essential 
European culture (divested of its totalitarianism) and 
American creativity (divested of its commercialism). 

Labels are instruments of the intellectually lazy and 
sophomoric. Such instruments will always be part of the 
inert, common culture, and they will always stand as 
a reminder that reason does not walk in a straight line 
to truth. People who actually read Peter will not end 
up with a breastplate of self-righteousness. They will 
simply have a broader rhetoric with which to express 

the quest, the search itself, for what is reasonable. What 
makes greatness possible is not the possession of power 
as such, but the capacity for those who are truly memo- 
rable to communicate a sense of a larger vision, a more 
noble tradition we call sweet reasonableness. In his 
last lecture at Mount Holyoke, delivered in 1997, and 
published in the March-April 2004 issue of our Society, 
Peter concluded: "I can think of nothing more gallant, 
even again and again as we fail, than attempting to tell 
things as they really are." In his soul Viereck believed 
that a sense of reality, though never fully attained, can 
at least be defined by its benchmarks. "Reality is that 
which, when you don't believe in it, doesn't go away." 
In that never-ending encounter with the world, which is 
the unique characteristic of the gifted, Peter, too, will 
never really go away. 
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Conservative Thinkers: From John Adams to Winston Churchill 

(2005) 
Conservatism Revisited: The Revolt against Ideology (2005) 
Unadjusted Man in the Age of Overadjustment: Where History 

and Literature Intersect (2004) 
Metapolitics: From Wagner and the German Romantics to 

Hitler (2003) 
"The Unadjusted Man Revisited," Society 42, 6 (2005) 
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