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Trouble was already brewing in Morningside Heights when Dwight 
Eisenhower arrived to succeed Nicholas Murray Butler as president 
of Columbia in the spring of 1948. Six months earlier, the Univer-
sity’s Marxist Study Group had invited the legislative director of the 
American Communist Party to speak in Pupin Hall, just as tensions 
were steadily escalating between the US and the Soviet Union. When 
a member of the Pupin family objected to having “Kremlin agents” 
speak on campus, Ike responded immediately. “I deem it not only 
unobjectionable but very wise to allow opposing systems to be 
presented by their proponents,” he wrote to the family. “Indeed, 
I believe that arbitrary refusal to allow students — especially upon 

their own request — to hear the apostles of these false systems 
would create in their minds a justi� ed suspicion that we ourselves 
fear a real comparison between democracy and dictatorship.”

What stands out about this letter, aside from its decisiveness and 
commonsensicality, is the quality of the writing. Eisenhower wrote 
well because he thought clearly, as we learn from Jean Edward 
Smith ’64GSAS in Eisenhower in War and Peace. His mind was 
steady and judicious, not incandescent and original. 

Eisenhower’s backers in the interwar military establishment were 
intellectuals. He was the protégé of the US Army’s two most bril-
liant generals, Fox Conner and George Moseley. Future British 

Gentle in Manner, Strong in Deed  // By Christopher Caldwell

Eisenhower in War and Peace
By Jean Edward Smith (Random House, 950 pages, $40)

Dwight Eisenhower greets students and the press from the steps of Low Library shortly after his appointment as Columbia Univers ity president in 1948.
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prime minister Harold Macmillan called Eisenhower “a jewel of 
broadmindedness and wisdom.” Both de Gaulle (whom Eisenhower 
effectively installed as president of France in 1944, over Roosevelt’s 
misgivings) and Stalin (with whom Eisenhower carried on a corre-
spondence) trusted him more than they trusted any other American. 

It is unjust, then, that the man who led Allied troops to victory 
in World War II and managed eight years of peace and steadily ris-
ing prosperity as president should so often be cast as an eponym of 
mid-twentieth-century American incuriosity. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., 
for instance, wrote the year after Eisenhower left offi ce, “We have 
awakened as from a trance.” 

Although he left few traces at Columbia, Eisenhower put the Uni-
versity — which had been suffering from poor fundraising and a 
dwindling endowment — back on a solid fi nancial footing, unifi ed 
the campus by getting the city to close 116th Street between Broad-
way and Amsterdam, and impressed a faculty that included Jacques 
Barzun and Richard Hofstadter with his command of history. When 
Joseph McCarthy accused a Columbia professor of Communist lean-
ings, Eisenhower defended him publicly and “handed McCarthy 
his fi rst setback.” Yet, as Smith puts it, Eisenhower had “mastered” 
Columbia within a few months. By February 1949, he was already 
taking his fi rst leave of absence (to chair the Joint Chiefs of Staff), and 
by the spring of 1950 his support at Columbia “had all but evapo-
rated.” Ike soon accepted an assignment from President Truman to go 
build NATO in Europe. 

While there is a good deal of primary research here, Smith’s strength 
is his sense of where the existing Eisenhower literature is reliable and 
where not. Smith served as an infantry offi cer in Berlin in the 1950s 
and has written biographies of Ulysses S. Grant and Lucius Clay; he is 
able to do justice to Eisenhower because he knows the military milieu 
intimately. He understands not just what it must have felt like for an 
offi cer to await weather reports on the eve of D-day but also what it 
felt like for Mamie Eisenhower and other Army wives (“no segment 
of society is more rank-conscious”) to dismantle a short-term apart-
ment before moving on to another posting. 

Smith, a political scientist at Marshall University, helps us to under-
stand why Army chief of staff George C. Marshall promoted Eisen-
hower over 228 generals in June 1942 to make him commander of 
the European theater. Partly through intelligence and partly by acci-
dent, Eisenhower had accumulated the perfect resumé for directing 
the largest war effort in history. He had a gift for, and a fascination 
with, logistics. He was one of the rare offi cers of his generation — 
Patton, de Gaulle, and the German general Heinz Guderian were 
among the others — to have recognized during World War I that the 
tank would revolutionize warfare. He had commanded one infan-
try unit (the 15th) that had spent more than a decade in Asia, and 
another (the 24th) that was all black. His work in the 1920s surveying 

World War I battlefi elds for General “Black Jack” Pershing gave him 
a fi rsthand familiarity with the military terrain of northern Europe.

And like a straight man in a screwball comedy, Ike was unthreat-
ened by the megalo-, mono-, and egomaniacs one meets at the top 
levels of competitive organizations. The lessons he learned working 
for the narcissist MacArthur and managing Patton’s uncontrolled 
outbursts would come in handy when reining in Richard Nixon, his 
vice president, whom he neither understood nor liked nor trusted. 

No strategic genius, Eisenhower was a great manager of military 
and bureaucratic forces, as well as a patient and fast learner. He 
was versatile, too: in Normandy after D-day, grateful local farm-
ers lent Eisenhower’s headquarters a cow so that the offi cers might 
have fresh milk during the Allied advance. Eisenhower was the 
only one who knew how to milk it. 

Smith is much stronger on Eisenhower’s military achievements 
than on his political ones. There is something in Eisenhower’s unfl ap-
pability, in particular, his unwillingness to get too riled up about 
either the Cold War or domestic Communism, that Smith admires a 
lot. He clearly believes that we, living in an age of partisan extremes, 
tend to underestimate moderate presidents. Ike was decisive enough 
to desegregate Little Rock’s schools with federal troops in 1957 but 
cool enough to avoid a confrontation with the Soviets over Berlin 
the following year. Eisenhower ended Truman’s war in Korea and 
didn’t start any of his own, consolidated 
NATO, kept taxes high, nominated Earl 
Warren to head the Supreme Court, 
built the interstate highway system, and 
brought the federal government into the 
business of local education.

Eisenhower governed at a time of 
unprecedented confi dence in leadership. 
He was largely responsible for it. Triumph 
in World War II had lent enormous pres-
tige to the US military, the hierarchical 
organization par excellence. The 1950s 
saw the institutions of politics, culture, 
and business reformed to imitate the military, particularly as those 
institutions fi lled up with returning veterans. American life became 
more organized, scientifi c, bureaucratic, uniform, pyramidal. The 
American system was capable of great feats, but it exacted a high 
price in individuality. It was inevitable that the next generation would 
revolt against it. Eisenhower, though, managed the system so that it 
not only produced few abuses but left a mostly positive legacy. He 
may have been the only person who could have done so.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the Weekly Standard
and a columnist for the Financial Times.
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Wheel in the Sky // By Joshua J. Friedman

“Between New York and Brooklyn there is nothing in common, 
either in object, interest, or feeling,” proclaimed General Jeremiah 
Johnson, a Brooklyn city father, in 1834, “unless it be the waters 
that fl ow between them.” But as Brooklyn’s western shore fi lled 
with factories and its docks with ferries, at least one man came to 
believe that those waters must be bridged.

That man was John Augustus Roebling, a Prussian-born engi-
neer and wire-rope manufacturer in Trenton, New Jersey. Roebling 

had patented a method of spinning wire 
strands into mighty cables in midair, 
using a traveling wheel to pull the strands 
across the abyss. In 1857, Roebling began 
a decade-long campaign for an East River 
bridge. “Of the same width as Broad-
way,” he wrote, “the Bridge will form a 
great avenue between the two cities.”

In The Roebling Legacy, Clifford W. 
Zink ’85GSAPP chronicles the fam-
ily’s achievements and setbacks: how 

Roebling died suddenly before construction even began; how his 
son Washington reluctantly took up his father’s post, only to be 
taken ill himself and forced to oversee the project from his study 
in Brooklyn Heights. A photograph captures the fragile, hopeful 

moment in 1877 when the bridge directors gathered to mark the 
fi rst passage of the traveling wheel.

When the Brooklyn Bridge fi nally opened, on May 24, 1883, it 
was praised as a triumph of human ingenuity. “It so happens that 
the work which is likely to be our most durable monument . . . is 
a work of bare utility,” wrote the architecture critic Montgomery 
Schuyler. “Not a shrine, not a fortress, not a palace, but a bridge.”

The Roebling Legacy
By Clifford W. Zink (Princeton Landmark Publications, 288 pages, $50)

Girlchild, the debut novel of Tupelo Hassman ’06SOA, trots 
out all the unsavory characters you’d expect from a story that 
takes place in a trailer park: single-mom bartenders, absentee 
fathers, snobby girls from the right side of the tracks, sexual 
predators, and gambling grandmothers. Then there are those 
damaged by them, including the title character and narrator 
of the story, one Rory Dawn Hendrix. But in Hassman’s calm 
voice, these characters are rendered eerily complex, and the 
expected is turned on its head, making for a blisteringly beauti-
ful narrative.

A young girl living with her mother “just north of Reno and just 
south of nowhere,” Rory Dawn understands the world in ways no 
schoolchild should. Her voice rings so clearly in our ears that it is 
a shock to learn, halfway through the book, that she hasn’t said a 
word aloud for months, a traumatic response to the sexual abuse 
she experiences at the hands of her babysitters. A mix between the 
bootstrapping Mary Call from Vera and Bill Cleaver’s young-adult 
novel Where the Lilies Bloom and the scrappy, intellectual child of 
Janisse Ray’s memoir Ecology of a Cracker Childhood, Rory Dawn 
is both the wisest and the most feeble-minded character in the book.

Borrowed, Stolen // By Kelly McMasters

Girlchild
By Tupelo Hassman (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 275 pages, $24)
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 “I can hear all I want about sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll on the 
playground,” she says, so it makes sense that she is drawn to the 
Girl Scout Handbook, where she fi nds “step-by-steps for limber-
ing up a new book without injuring the binding and the how-tos 
of packing a suitcase to be a more effi cient traveler.” The reader 
intuits that Rory Dawn will likely never own a new book, but we 
keep reading in the hope that she may one day pack a suitcase — 
or even a brown paper bag — if it means she might be getting out 
of the trailer park.

The fi rst time we see the Girl Scout Handbook, Rory Dawn is 
using it as a prop as she spies on a cute neighbor boy. The book 
wasn’t always hers, she confesses: “At fi rst, I borrowed it from the 
Roscoe Elementary School library, borrowed it over and over again 
until my name fi lled up both sides of the card and Mrs. Reddick put 
it in the ten-cent bin and made sure to let me know that she did.” 
This is not the last kindness Mrs. Reddick bestows on Rory Dawn; 
the librarian haunts the periphery of the book as one of the few 
adults in Rory Dawn’s world who neither abuses nor demoralizes 
her, even going so far as to chastise another teacher who offers her 
a backhanded gift of a pair of nude pantyhose before a spelling bee. 
Rory Dawn studies for the bee in the safety of the stacks, one of the 
only places she fi nds peace in her hardened world.

The level of detail Hassman layers into her pages is astounding. 
She shows us the rotten mouths of the neighbors in the trailer 
park, the “hands paused from stringing garlands of silver beer 
tabs,” and the grimy fi ngernails of the boys in shop class. She con-
veys the lifesaving quality of “a quick pour and a friendly smile” 
while evoking the deadening rhythm of the successive fi rst and 
fi fteenth days of each month. The narrator’s sexual abuse splays 

across the page, the specifi cs hidden under thick black redacting 
stripes — one of several narrative experiments. Prayers become 
prose poems, the consequences of a drunk-driving fatality get 
worked out on the page as a math problem, and facts leak out via 
clippings from caseworker fi les. 

The short-burst chapters conjure the effect of shotgun fi re riddling 
a street sign, a relentless rat-tat-tat whose tempo is impossible to 
escape. The form refl ects the anxiety that runs through this book, like 
Rory Dawn furiously clawing at her own mouth to keep secrets from 
spilling out, or fl attening herself on the 
ground after spotting some kids hopping 
a fence nearby. Hassman draws this terror 
viscerally, making us understand what it 
is to never, ever feel safe — not in your 
own town, not in your own school, not 
in your own home, not in your own body, 
and certainly not wearing your favorite 
rainbow T-shirt in the bathroom with the 
Hardware Man when the lights go out.

But in the end, though we spend most 
of the book waiting for someone to save 
her (or, if you are like me, waiting for 
Mrs. Reddick to invite her over for a sandwich and show her some 
college pamphlets), Rory Dawn is safest by herself.

Kelly McMasters ’05SOA teaches the writing seminar More Than 
Memoir at the School of the Arts. Her book Welcome to Shirley: 
A Memoir from an Atomic Town is currently being made into a 
documentary fi lm.

What Kind of President? // By Stacey Kors

In May, when Barack Obama became the fi rst US president to come 
out in support of gay marriage, there was a palpable feeling of relief 
among progressive Democrats. For many, the pronouncement was 
the long-awaited proof of Obama’s unrealized potential; it was also 
a reminder of promises not yet kept.

In The Obama Question: A Progressive Perspective, Gary Dor-
rien offers insight into how the candidate of hope and change was 
transformed into the president of cope and adapt, while simul-
taneously making the case for Obama’s second term. Setting the 
stage with a brief biography to provide context for Obama’s politi-

cal and social views, Dorrien, a professor of social ethics at Union 
Theological Seminary and a professor of religion at Columbia, 
examines Obama’s greatest policy challenges and successes to 
date, many of which have involved battles with an openly antago-
nistic Republican-led Congress.

Dorrien contends that Obama’s achievements are sizable, despite 
having been forced to set aside many of his original goals to focus on 
an economic crisis inherited from the previous administration. Not 
only did Obama push through a massive stimulus package in his early 
days in offi ce that staved off a full-scale depression, Dorrien asserts, 

The Obama Question: A Progressive Perspective
By Gary Dorrien (Rowman & Littlefi eld, 232 pages, $35)
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Jennifer Miller’s fi rst book won some heavy-duty praise. Inheriting 
the Holy Land, a nonfi ction account of an idealistic program that 
brings Israeli and Palestinian kids to Maine and helps them to hash 
out their differences, was blurbed by such luminaries as Madeleine 
Albright and Elie Wiesel, and deemed “a superb book on a cru-
cial issue of our time” by School Library Journal. Miller ’08JRN, 
’11SOA, said the Washington Post, was a “voice worth listening to.” 

Seven years later, Miller’s voice is changing. Her second book is 
a novel called The Year of the Gadfl y, and the gadfl y in question, 
fourteen-year-old Iris Dupont, is nosy, shrewd, pesky, gimlet-eyed, 

and hard-bitten, for an adolescent. She is, in other words, an aspir-
ing journalist, though she’s still growing into her toughness, which 
she also uses as a defense to counter her social unease. She’s soft 
as sponge cake inside. 

A spunky new student matriculating at the fabled Mariana 
Academy, Iris is a know-it-all who covers her vulnerability with 
sass, a wiseacre whose obnoxiousness is so beyond the pale that 
it’s endearing. As one of her teachers says, “Of all my students she 
was the most eager, the most enthusiastic, and, unfortunately, the 
most exasperating.”  

Smells Like Teen Spirit // By Daniel Asa Rose

The Year of the Gadfl y
By Jennifer Miller (Houghton Miffl in Harcourt, 384 pages, $24)

but he also resuscitated the fl atlining American automotive industry, 
ordered the drawing down and removal of combat forces in Iraq and 
the killing of Osama bin Laden, mended frayed diplomatic relations 
with current and former allies, and passed an unprecedented health- 
care reform bill that provides coverage to millions of previously unin-

sured Americans — an idea previously 
attempted, without success, by presidents 
as different as Clinton and Nixon.

But Dorrien is not an Obama apolo-
gist. He makes a potent argument for 
the president but is also quick to point 
out what he considers political missteps, 
most notably Obama’s appointment of 
Republicans and Wall Street insiders to 
manage the banking crisis, his subse-
quent unwillingness to prosecute those 
responsible, and his failure to fi ght for a 
public option in his health-care reform 

package, the last of which came as a severe blow to progressives 
hoping to move the country one step closer to a single-payer system. 

It is through Dorrien’s analysis of these and smaller disappoint-
ments that a compelling and complex portrait of Obama emerges: 
that of a pragmatic, progressive-leaning, and philosophical mod-
erate who believes strongly in social reform yet is often hindered 
by his own cautiousness and judiciousness. Frequently citing the 
president’s “two-handed” approach — carefully weighing every 
argument fi rst on one hand, then the other — Dorrien stresses that 
only when Obama overcomes his conciliatory nature and starts 
taking strong ideological stances (which he has done at least twice 

since the book’s publication, with his endorsement of gay marriage 
and his fi ght for insurance coverage of contraception) will he be 
able to achieve his policy goals and cement his political legacy. 

In his concluding chapter, “What Kind of Country?,” Dorrien 
draws on his background as a theologian and ethicist to delve into 
America’s crumbling social structure, which he blames on a variety 
of noxious infl uences, including conservative conspiracy theorists, 
the ever-widening economic divide, and an increasingly narcissis-
tic, individualistic, and rootless middle class. In the midst of this 
moral cynicism, Dorrien claims, Obama remains an optimistic, 
forward-looking communitarian, promoting connection and civil-
ity while supporting social justice. 

While this fi nal ethical analysis is interesting, it feels like an 
afterthought. Moreover, it is too oblique to be a call to action. 
A stronger rallying cry for ambivalent progressives would be a 
reminder of the reforms that Obama still hopes to achieve if he 
wins a second term: an overhaul of America’s educational system; 
a comprehensive immigration policy with a path to citizenship; 
a federally funded green-energy program; and a long-term, job-
creating rebuilding of the country’s infrastructure.

In making the case for a second term, The Obama Question 
oddly overlooks the most basic of all arguments: that meaningful 
change, especially in a democracy, takes time. This may be a hard 
sell in our impatient, myopic society, but it is a concept that pro-
gressives, by defi nition, should be able to grasp.

Stacey Kors is a freelance writer and critic. Her work has been 
published in the New York Times, the Financial Times, and Gramo-
phone. She lives in New York City.
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It’s Easy If You Try // By Joshua J. Friedman

“The Proust madeleine phenomenon,” wrote the great journalist 
and gastronome A. J. Liebling ’25JRN, “is now as fi rmly estab-
lished in folklore as Newton’s apple or Watt’s steam kettle. The 
man ate a tea biscuit, the taste evoked memories, he wrote a 
book.” Had Proust a heartier appetite, and fueled his talent with a 

full menu of oysters, steamers, scallops, lobster, and duck, Liebling 
ventured, “he might have written a masterpiece.”

The workings of genius fascinate us, not least because we 
secretly believe that if only we could arrange our lives just so, we 
would yet prove geniuses ourselves. If we woke up early, exercised, 

Imagine: How Creativity Works
By Jonah Lehrer (Houghton Miffl in Harcourt, 304 pages, $26)

All of which makes us quickly grow fond of Iris, which is for-
tunate, because the plot she gets entangled in feels too knotty by 
half. It involves a series of switchbacks, double-crosses, and con-
voluted blackmail schemes, all hinging on the implausible death of 
a student many years earlier. 

Still, the book has considerable charms. Miller has the conven-
tions of prep-school lit securely in hand: the clique of cruel popu-
lar girls, and the awkward nerds who, when attempting to play 
baseball, get distracted by grasshoppers in the outfi eld. Mariana is 
the sort of place whose classrooms are full of students with copies 
of Ayn Rand stuffed in their back pockets, “guzzling information 
as if their brains were gas tanks.” A group of troublemakers, hid-
ing behind pig masks, think they can restore an ancient code of 
honor by doing dishonorable things. Sleepover parties are ironic to 
a fault (“The idea is to illuminate the hypocrisy of clichéd teenage 
social interaction by actively confronting those clichés and thereby 
subverting them”). Self-pity is endemic. De rigueur complaints are 
perfectly over the top (another exclusive school is not only “worse 
than the state pen” but “like the sixth circle of hell”). Conspir-
acy theories abound, as do amateur detectives, on the lookout for 
clues! clues! clues! while waiting for something real to happen.

To the familiar prep-school staples our precocious protagonist adds 
some original wrinkles. Her version of an imaginary friend is the ghost 
of Edward R. Murrow, whom she consults for spiritual and journalis-
tic advice, always addressing him by his last name in semi-affectionate 
jocularity. Wrapped in an overcoat and wreathed in cigarette smoke, 
the great man unburdens himself of such banalities as “We can deny 
our heritage and our history, but we cannot escape responsibility for 
the result” until Iris fi nally wearies of him, realizing he’s just as preten-
tious and fl awed as the rest of us. Good riddance to the Camel haze!

The teenage angst in The Year of the Gadfl y is miles more indulgent 
than the garden variety found in such recent boarding-school classics as 
Donna Tartt’s The Secret History and Curtis Sittenfeld’s Prep. Nary an 
eye in Gadfl y is dry; nary a nostril is not raw from crying. Throats are 

constricted as though “bitten by something venomous,” lifelong friends 
are split apart “the way lightning splits a tree,” and getting through the 
day is “like slogging through four-foot snowdrifts.” In the span of one 
hyperbolic three-page section, not one but two characters pound their 
fi sts into lockers and countertops. Another is rumored to have tried to 
wipe the freckles off her body with Clorox. Miller is more inclined to 
name the problem (“angst is like the chicken pox—anyone under the 
age of twenty-fi ve is susceptible) than to actually show it unfold.

On the other hand, the author is capable not only of putting 
together a winning main character but also of crafting one lovely sen-
tence after another: “Her hair resembled a knotted ball of chestnut 
yarn.” “They were prone to spontane-
ous laughter as if their minds were linked 
by some mental open-source network.” 
“She just looked at me with those luster-
less eyes, the color of a mildewed pond.” 
“The diner — the only one in town — 
glowed like a fl uorescent fi sh tank.” “To 
my fourteen-year-old eyes, her large pink 
areolas were like ice-cream cones licked 
fl at.” The descriptions of kissing alone 
justify the price of admission.

After such a mixed bag of a book, 
should Miller attempt another novel or 
go back to the sort of nonfi ction that won her such accolades her 
fi rst time out of the gate? I hope she chooses nonfi ction. As Miller 
knows better than anyone, there is no shortage of real angst in the 
world for her to write about, without trying to spark fi re from the 
damp twigs of high-school melodrama.

Daniel Asa Rose is the author of Larry’s Kidney: Being the True Story 
of How I Found Myself in China with My Black Sheep Cousin and 
His Mail-Order Bride, Skirting the Law to Get Him a Transplant — 
and Save His Life, named a best book of 2009 by Publishers Weekly.
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ate the right breakfast, found a quiet room and an attractive note-
book, we might all emerge Shakespeares, Mozarts, and Picassos. 

Are we right? Jonah Lehrer ’03CC, a science journalist and, as 
of June, a New Yorker staff writer, seems to want us to keep hope 
alive. In Imagine: How Creativity Works, Lehrer sends dispatches 
from labs where neuroscientists are charting our creative brains and 
tours companies where managers are manipulating work conditions 
to boost innovation. Splicing together research studies with anecdotes 
about artists and inventors, he makes a nebulous case for the notion 
that there is plenty we can do to make ourselves more creative. 

Lehrer begins the hunt for the neuro-
logical mechanism of insight with Mark 
Beeman, a cognitive neuroscientist at 
Northwestern University. By studying 
patients with right-brain damage, Bee-
man concluded that the right brain, once 
considered the junior partner of the ana-
lytical left brain, is responsible for the 
vague but crucial job of fi nding “subtle 
connections between seemingly unrelated 
things.” But how do the two hemispheres 
interact during moments of insight? Bee-
man, with his colleague John Kounios, 

used fMRI and EEG readings to map the brains of people as they 
solved language puzzles. Beeman and Kounios found that their sub-
jects worked as hard as they could, then got stumped, then com-
plained about getting stumped. Finally, in a fl ash (and sometimes 
aided by a hint), the left brain deactivated and the right brain lit up 
with high-frequency gamma waves in a small fold of tissue called the 
anterior superior temporal gyrus. Insight had struck.

How can we coax our brains to make this leap from frustration to 
epiphany? According to the research of a British psychologist named 
Joydeep Bhattacharya, Lehrer tells us, neural alpha waves are an 
essential precondition. Alpha waves are associated with relaxation, 
so it should be no surprise that taking a warm shower or going on 
a long walk can stimulate creativity. Daydreaming, too, can help us 
stitch together our more rational thoughts, according to the work 
of another scientist, Marcus Raichle, who conceived his research 
after noticing that the brain was strikingly active while subjects’ 
minds were drifting off. During these periods of reduced outward 
stimulation, it seems, the mind turns inward and begins sorting and 
reordering its previous thoughts. The challenge for those hoping to 
channel their daydreams into creativity is to maintain just enough 
attention to harness these new connections.

Lehrer explores other scientifi c discoveries, too, but he is always 
eager to alternate between science and the world of commerce to 
show creative people at work and the conditions that contributed 
to their success. He tours the campus of 3M, founded in 1902 as the 
Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing Company but today famous 
for having invented Scotch tape and the Post-it note. He looks in 

on Pixar Animation Studios, which in the past seventeen years 
has turned out hit after hit. Here and elsewhere, Lehrer observes 
employees who are encouraged to vary their routines, take breaks, 
cross traditional departmental boundaries, collaborate, converse. 

It is in his effort to turn science journalism into service journal-
ism that Imagine goes astray. From the start, Lehrer is at pains 
to assert that the book’s conclusions are counterintuitive. “For 
most of human history, people have believed that the imagination 
is inherently inscrutable, an impenetrable biological gift,” Lehrer 
writes. By letting us peer inside the brain and teaching us how to 
tap into our inherent creative tendencies, Lehrer tries to show us 
how to rig an unriggable system. But his cheats are the ones every-
one already knows: Take a walk! Take a break! Take a trip! 

“There’s something deeply surprising about these data,” Leh-
rer writes, but not only does Imagine contain few surprises, in 
attempting to transform small scientifi c developments into a 
self-help program, it stretches the science beyond all coherence 
and utility. Happiness promotes one aspect of creativity, sadness 
another. Imagination, creativity, genius, and commercial success 
are hardly distinguished. With all these examples of self-better-
ment interspersed with stories of genius, how can readers help but 
take away the promise that they are only a few warm showers 
away from becoming Shakespeare? 

And Lehrer does not shy away from explaining even Shake-
speare’s talent, walking us through the conditions that enabled his 
creativity: a dense urban center, a thriving theater culture, a rising 
literacy rate, the printing press. Shakespeare borrowed plotlines 
from other writers and spun them into gold, says Lehrer.

It was the welter of Elizabethan England that inspired him 
to become a playwright and then allowed him to transform 
himself from a poor imitation of Marlowe into the greatest 
writer of all time. Shakespeare is a reminder, in other words, 
that culture largely determines creative output.

But who disputes that people’s lives and efforts are infl uenced by 
social conditions? How much of Shakespeare’s greatness does that 
explain? In the end, Lehrer identifi es only the characteristics that 
Shakespeare shared with his contemporaries, leaving us to wonder 
what distinguished him. Lehrer peels back each layer and gives up 
when he reaches the one that interests us: the kernel, the spark. 

“The source of every new idea is the same,” writes Lehrer. 
“There is a network of neurons in the brain, and the network 
shifts. All of a sudden, electricity fl ows in an unfamiliar pattern, 
a shiver of current across a circuit board of cells.” But this is not 
the source of a new idea; it is the parallel story of the mechanics. 
By intercutting lessons about gamma waves with anecdotes about 
poets, Lehrer attributes too much explanatory power to these 
mechanisms. At the end of the book, the imagination seems just as 
mysterious as at the beginning.

54-61 Reviews.indd   6054-61 Reviews.indd   60 6/29/12   3:26 PM6/29/12   3:26 PM



Non-Profi t Org.
U.S. Postage

Paid
Columbia
Magazine

MAGAZ I N E
COLUMBIA Columbia Alumni Center

622 W. 113th Street, MC 4521

New York, NY 10025

C4_CAA.indd   C4C4_CAA.indd   C4 6/26/12   4:30 PM6/26/12   4:30 PM


