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One aspect of A.J. Liebling’s tenure 
as the press critic for The New 
Yorker that has not been previously 
explored is his role as an opponent 
of the anti-intellectual tenden-
cies of American journalism. This 
paper examines all 82 of Liebling’s 
Wayward Press columns and finds 
that his essays regularly fit into the 
three categories of anti-intellectual-
ism identified by Richard Hofstadter 
and codified by sociologist Daniel 
Rigney, as well as a fourth, new, 
category of anti-intellectualism 
endemic to professional journalism.

Abstract Richard Hofstadter’s Three 
Categories of Anti-Intellec-
tualism in American Life, as 
Codified by Daniel Rigney:

• Religious Anti-Rationalism: “Warm” 
emotion vs. “cold” reason, and 
absolutism vs. relativism.

• Populist Anti-Elitism: “In any soci-
ety with democratic aspirations, we 
may expect a mistrust of claims to 
superior knowledge or wisdom on 
the part of an educated elite, espe-
cially when such claims are suspect-
ed to be instruments in the service 
of class privilege.” (Hofstadter)

• Unreflective Instrumentalism: “[T]
he devaluation of forms of thought 
that do not promise relatively imme-
diate practical payoffs.” (Rigney)

One Addition to Rigney’s 
Categories:

• Unquestioning Professionalism: 
Reporters who unquestioningly 
accept the norms of their profession 
are actively opposing an intellectual 
approach to news, and therefore 
contribute to the atmosphere of 
anti-intellectualism that pervades 
American journalism.

Liebling on Anti-
Intellectualism
1945: [T]he writer suffers from the 
vocational craving to have some-
thing to say…. He discounts the 
truth of what he writes before he 
even sets it down, but he feels that 
somehow he is performing a func-
tion. The reader leans to make the 
same discount, and after a while, 
though he continues to buy the pa-
per and look at it, he ceases to pay 
any attention to what it says.

 • • •
1947: [Hearst editor Arthur Bris-
bane has] a sublime, half-educated 
confidence that his readers were 
totally ignorant—a point of view 
which was the great man’s chief 
legacy to American journalism. 

• • •
1953: Newspapers were shot full 
of stories of cheery-ho all through 
the depression. On the World-
Telegram, where, as a reporter, I 
had an  assignment to write a funny 
story a day during that period, 
we used to mix cheery-ho with an 
article known to the trade as stark 
tragedy, and run them in effective 
juxtaposition.

• • •
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