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The New World entered the consciousness of the Old with the modern birth of 

exploration. The distinction with which I began these lectures, between ‘discovery’ —

the locating of something you knew was there—and ‘exploring’ —encountering and 

wandering through the unknown—helps us understand how the American experience 

has added to the World Experience. If the United States is to continue to play its 

catalytic role in the world, if it is to continue to stir mankind to the impossible, we 

must keep alive and socialise the exploring spirit. This is not easy. Great forces at 

work since the founding of the nation have tempted us to give up our exploring—or to 

leave it to marginal men and women. In this, my final lecture, I will try to describe the 

powerful influences for, and against, the exploring spirit. And I will suggest some of 

the ways of thinking, the frame of mind, which may keep that spirit alive.  

 

In the later 20th century, the whole world, and especially the people of the United 

States, have been the beneficiaries of two modern, world-shaping movements: the 

scientific movement, and the democratic movement. Both have been gathering force 

during the four and a half centuries since the first European settlements of North 

America. The great scientific movement goes back at least to Copernicus (1473- 

1543) and Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and Galileo (1564-1642). With it came a 

new emphasis on natural laws, on prediction, on the gathering of facts, on 

measurement, and on precision. The great democratic movement, which goes back at 

least to Martin Luther (1483-1546), Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658), and John Locke 

(1632- 1704), brought a new emphasis on the power and wisdom of the people. The 

common denominator of the two modern movements has been a tendency to distrust 

tradition and authority. Historians have commonly lumped the two movements 

together under some such name as the Enlightenment, the Age of Reason, or the Rise 

of Liberalism.  

 

The scientific movement revealed a new reach of man’s knowledge. Sir Isaac Newton 

discovered and proved that God was a mathematician, and that man could grasp the 

Divine mathematics.  

 

Nature and Nature's laws lay hid in night: 

God said, Let Newton be! and all was light. 

 

So Alexander Pope rhapsodised in his epitaph for Newton in Westminster Abbey. No 

wonder that, as Newton’s work was popularised, the prestige of scientists increased. 

Newton’s work also increased the pride of all men and women in themselves. The 

word ‘science’ —which, till then, had meant all human knowledge—took on a sharp 

new meaning. Now, it was both a description of what man knew and a demonstration 

of a new-found mastery of the universe. By 1840, the mathematician William 
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Whewell introduced the word ‘scientist’ in its modern sense. The scientist became the 

high priest of the new age.  

 

Dazzled by the sudden and spectacular growth of knowledge, we are tempted to forget 

that the rise of science was also a new recognition of the extent of the unknown. 

Newton, who always remained something of a mystic, did not share the complacent 

pride which he had engendered: ‘I do not know what I may appear to the world,’ he 

wrote near the end of his life, ‘but to myself I seem to have been only like a boy 

playing on the seashore, and diverting myself in now and then finding a smoother 

pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all 

undiscovered before me.’  

 

Modern science was born in man’s vision of this ocean of ignorance. It was born in 

the exploring spirit. The great scientists, then, were also negative discoverers. They 

helped mankind see how little yet was known. They pointed the way to new Americas 

of the mind, realms of ignorance never before imagined to be there.  

 

The modern democratic movement, too, conceived in bold acts of negative discovery, 

was also born with the exploring spirit. Anointed kings and hereditary aristocrats, 

professors and popes and priests— all these were proved to be much less wise than 

had been believed. New ways of thinking dissipated the ‘divinity that doth hedge a 

king’. Democracy brought into politics a Newtonian awe of ‘the great ocean of truth 

all undiscovered’. It socialised the exploring spirit keeping it alive for future 

generations of explorers.  

 

During the very years when the people of Western Europe were newly dazzled by the 

powers of science, they were newly haunted by the ignorance, the false 

pretentiousness of priests and monarchs. Thomas Paine found the origin of monarchy 

in the victory of a ‘banditti of Ruffians’, who had overrun the country and laid it 

under contribution and ‘the chief of the band contrived to lose the name of Robber in 

that of Monarch, and hence the origin of Monarchy and Kings.’ Jefferson saw the 

wolves pretending to guard the sheep. ‘It seems to be the law of our general nature,’ 

he observed in Paris in 1787, ‘in spite of individual exceptions; and experience 

declares that man is the only animal which devours his own kind; for I can apply no 

milder term to the governments of Europe, and to the general prey of the rich on the 

poor.’ Only the alertness of the whole people could save them from exploitation. 

‘Cherish, therefore, the spirit of our people, and keep alive their attention. Do not be 

too severe upon their errors, but reclaim them by enlightening them. If once they 

become inattentive to public affairs, you and I, and Congress and Assemblies, Judges 

and Governors, shall all become wolves.’  

 

Modern democracy, then, was not conceived in any naive belief in the people’s 

omniscience. Rather in a scepticism of what had long passed for virtue and 

knowledge. It was born, not in faith, but in doubt. It was a refuge from old Pretenders. 

This was the deeper wisdom in Sir Winston Churchill’s quip that democracy is not a 

good form of government, but only better than all other known forms. The best 

prophets of democracy did not sing paeans of praise to the people, but enlisted all in a 

common voyage of exp1oration—away from an Old World of known evils, toward a 

New World of experiment.  
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It is not surprising that demagogues, the experts in rhetorical overkill, have claimed 

divine virtues for the people, and divine wisdom for their majority will. But the oft-

quoted obscurantist maxim, Vox populi, vox Dei —the voice of the people is the voice 

of God —is mediaeval and not modem. It comes from the eighth century, before such 

nonsense had been disproved by experience. The great democratic philosophers, 

especially in the United States, have defended popular government as a protective 

device, a way of keeping the people alert to the ignorance, weakness and 

pretentiousness of their rulers, a way of keeping alive the popular will to experiment.  

 

The so-called Enlightenment emphasised the extent and not the limits of knowledge. 

This complacency brought with it a profoundly misleading—and even an illberal—

assumption: that progress consists only in enlarging our positive knowledge. But the 

advance of the human spirit must also be measured by our increasing awareness of 

our ignorance. ‘Knowledge,’ as George Santayana observed, ‘is recognition of 

something absent; it is a salutation, not an embrace.’ Any awakening to another area, 

or to new dimensions of our ignorance, is what I call-a negative discovery. It enlarges 

our self-awareness. The so- called ‘discovery’ of America, the modern parable of the 

exploring spirit—is my prototype of negative discovery. 

  

The prophets of the exploring spirit— the great explorers—include others, of course, 

besides the Magellans, the Amerigo Vespuccis, the Captain Cooks—the explorers of 

our physical planet. They must include the adventurers into science and social 

science, into the inner world of the human consciousness, and even into the world of 

dreams. Among them we must surely count men such as Charles Darwin, Karl Marx 

and Sigmund Freud. They, too, revealed new areas of our ignorance.  

Now, a free society is the natural habitat of the negative discoverer. In a censorship 

state, people are not free to discover the ignorance of their rulers, of their scientists, of 

their economists, of their priests—or of themselves. If they must sing paeans to the 

wisdom of the rulers, they dare not be rallied into the unknown. When force punishes 

the courageous few thousand who refuse to be censored, then acquiescent millions are 

frightened into censoring themselves. They are cowed into suppressing their 

awareness of their ignorance.  

 

Now, a free society is the natural habitat of the negative discoverer. In a censorship 

state, people are not free to discover the ignorance of their rulers, of their scientists, of 

their economists, of their priests-or of themselves. If they must sing paeans to the 

wisdom of the rulers, they dare not be rallied into the unknown. When force punishes 

the courageous few thousand who refuse to be censored, then acquiescent millions are 

frightened into censoring themselves. They are cowed into suppressing their 

awareness of their ignorance. 

 

In the free United States, in our time, the forces which dull the exploring spirit happen 

to be by-products of progress—of the sciences and of our efforts to perfect 

democracy.  

 

1. The social science sieve. The social sciences, employing the jargon of statistics, 

have become the sciences of social prophecy. Unlike the Deiphic Oracle, these  

modern oracles actually consult the people. Market researchers advise manufacturers 

and distributors on what the people want and what will sell. Opinion researchers and 

opinion pollsters tell voters the probable outcome of their future voting. One 
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American opinion researcher has actually begun to supply expert predictions of the 

form and content of the future predictions by the other opinion researchers.  

The sieve of social science sifts out the casual and the skew. The unpredictable 

unknown—if no longer terrifying as in the Age of Again-and-Again—is shunned. The 

future-once a reservoir of mystery—is confined within margins of error. Knowledge 

is tested by its usefulness for prediction. The social scientist becomes a new breed of 

social navigator, skilled at boxing in the future.  

 

2. The sieve of relevance. There has been a remarkable continuity to the American 

emphasis on education. The classics, according to Jefferson’s friend and pioneer 

American physician, Benjamin Rush, were ‘as useless in America, as the Spanish 

greatcoat is in the island of Cuba, or the Dutch foot-stove, at the Cape of Good Hope’. 

He explained:   

 

We occupy a new country. Our principal business should be to explore 

and apply its resources, all of which press us to enterprise and haste. 

Under these circumstances, to spend four or five years in learning two 

dead languages, is to turn our backs upon a gold mine, or - - . to amuse 

ourselves in catching butterflies.  

 

This American passion for relevance has never been sated. In the later 19th century, 

our proliferating Land Grant Colleges (i.e., the colleges founded by grants of Federal 

land) were devoted to the agricultural and mechanical arts, to home economics and 

the practical preparation of housewives and farmers. In the 20th century, we have 

spent billions trying to bring ‘higher’ education within the interests and capacities of 

every citizen, regardless of his interests or capacities. By 1975, student enrolment in 

American institutions of higher learning had exceeded ten million. ‘Relevance’ has 

remained our watchword. The arts and literature, all the wisdom and learning of the 

past, are strained through the sieve of relevance. Popular educators—aided by parents, 

legislators and students—try to ensure that whatever a student learns is not too 

surprising for him. They try to save students from the shock of the otherwise. 

Curricula are planned to avoid adventures into the remote past, into the unfamiliar 

present, into the unknown, or the dubiously productive. Just as social scientists box in 

the future, so educators box in the past.  

 

3. The sieve of professionalism. British civilisation has been blest by a wholesome 

amateurism. But American civilisation, which, in the earliest age, was characterised 

by the ingenious Yankee and the jack-of- all-trades, in the later 20th century, has been 

afflicted by a cancerous professionalism. The original remoteness of the American 

wilderness tended to turn the ancient and pompous learned professions into practical 

occupations open to all corners. By the later 20th century, we had turned the practical 

occupations into learned and pompous professions, and we had become the most 

professionalised nation in the world.  

 

4. Minority veto. In the mid-20th century, the United States underwent a renaissance 

of conscience. A passion for justice, a determination to right past wrongs, to find a 

quick antidote for history. This renaissance has had wide-ranging consequences. The 

civil rights movement, at long last, brought Negro Americans, who were still 

disfranchised in large parts of the country and were still excluded from many avenues 

of educational opportunity and political preferment, into the main current of American 
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life. Handicapped persons were treated with a new consideration, and provided 

everyday conveniences that eased their lives. Prisoners’ hopes and frustrations were 

put in the spotlight. Homosexuality was decriminalised, and homosexuals came to be 

treated with unprecedented tolerance. Women—the forgotten men of American 

history—were made more the equals of men. Altogether, there was a strenuous effort 

to give every human being his due.  

 

But all these sensitisings of the American conscience have brought a new 

cautiousness, an unaccustomed intellectual wariness. The well-justified pangs of 

social conscience become an unjustifiable Intellectual timidity, a fear of exploring. 

Areas —such as the economics of the institution of slavery—which have not been 

properly or impartially treated by historians, sociologists, psychologists or political 

scientists are suddenly pronounced out of bounds. Meanwhile, the partisan passions of 

each ‘minority’ —Negroes, women, homosexuals, and others—motivate new 

literatures of petty chauvinism. Only the bold scholar, more secure in his livelihood 

than most, dares become a negative explorer.  

 

These, among other forces, have dulled the exploring spirit and discouraged any but 

the most intrepid. Yet, on the whole, these forces are the ironic by-products of our 

strenuous efforts to ‘perfect’ democracy in America.  

 

At the same time, luckily, 20th-century America has produced new sources of the 

exploring spirit, new agencies of negative discovery. Some of these, too, are by-

products of American technology.  

 

1. The exploring press. The traditional role of the daily press was well stated by the 

first American journalist in the first issue of the first newspaper printed in British 

North America. ‘it is designed,’ Benjamin Harris observed in his Salutatory of 

Publick Occurrences, which appeared in Boston on 25 September 1690, ‘that the 

country shall be furnished once a month (or, if any glut of occurrences happen, 

oftener) with an account of such considerable things as have arrived unto our notice’. 

(It is worth noting that this first issue, not having been duly licensed, was quickly 

suppressed.) Newspapers, then, set themselves the task of ‘reporting’, of bringing 

information to the public.  

 

During the 19th century, as weeklies became dailies, as the size of papers increased, 

as advertising expanded, as readership enlarged into a mass circulation, and as papers 

competed with one another for the hundreds of thousands of readers, newspapers 

found it hard to fill their columns only with ‘such considerable things as have arrived 

unto our notice’. They had to make news, to prod stories into being, and to create 

pseudo-events. Newspapers sometimes had to make things happen so that they could 

be reported.  

 

Towards the end of the 19th century, a new tradition emerged in the American press. 

Compounded of conscience, imagination, ambition and original sin, it was the product 

of the ‘muckrakers’. These ran the gamut from serious writers like Ida M. Tarbell and 

Lincoln Steffens, at one end, to scores of petty, reckless, self- seeking, self-righteous 

newspaper gossips at the other. The best of them were explorers. Their service was, 

perhaps, less in bringing reliable new information than in awakening the citizenry to 
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vast areas of national life that were still unexplored. While the muckraking journalists 

made their money and their reputations as discoverers—turning up what they knew in  

advance must be there—their enduring place in American life would be as explorers. 

They, too, pointed to dark continents.  

 

Their descendants in our time are the so-called ‘investigative reporters’. These helped 

awaken the nation to the Watergate Scandals, and since then have opened the way to 

many obscure islands of national life.  

 

2. The exploring Congress. The tripartite division of powers around which the 

Founding Fathers framed the Constitution provided a legislature to make the laws, an 

executive to enforce the laws, and a judiciary to interpret the laws. In the 20th 

century, the Congress has taken on itself an additional role: the role of public 

explorer. Congressional investigating committees have become bold explorers— 

pointers toward dark continents of the national life. They open the eyes of the 

citizenry to subjects which the executive has no motive to explore—or may have 

motives to keep secret—and which the press has not the powers to explore. They have 

touched everything—from immigration, labour unions, organised crime, voting rights, 

law enforcement, to foods and drugs, alcoholic beverages, Watergate and the CIA. 

Hardly a corner of our national life has been left unexplored. This congressional 

power-to-explore is, for all practical purposes, unlimited. The opportunity for abuse of 

the individual citizens is great, and, in the hands of a Senator Joe McCarthy, can 

wreak havoc with the lives of innocents. The temptations to posturing and 

demagoguery grow every year, with the stage-managing of congressional hearings 

into television spectaculars.  

 

But, in spite of their abuses, congressional investigating committees have come to 

play a role for us Americans which the mediaeval chancellor played for his monarch  

They are the keepers of our public conscience. And they become a modern hallmark 

of our free society. While governments in most of the world scheme to secrete their 

acts from their citizens, these new American agencies are the enemies of secrecy. 

While other forms of government remain messy underneath, democracy prefers to be 

messy on the surface. Our Congress has taken on the duty to see that the mess is not 

submerged and so constantly to remind the citizenry of how much they still don’t 

know.  

 

3. The sceptical layman. While the exploring press and the exploring Congress are 

both, in many ways, by-products of technology, the American layman himself is an 

antidote to technology. He can ensure that we are not overwhelmed by what 

technology has done to us, nor over impressed by our ability to predict technology’s 

future course. As a non-expert, who has not spent years becoming at home in the 

jargon of some speciality, the layman has no vested interest in the state of any science 

at this particular moment. He is no more at home in today’s technical jargon than in 

yesterday’s or tomorrow’s. The layman has no reason not to believe in the 

obsolescence of expertise. Therefore, he is freer than the expert in his hopes and his 

expectations. He is the ombudsman of the impossible.  

 

According to the conventional wisdom, the masses of the people are weak in 

imagination, slow to accept novelty, reluctant to move out of old ruts, and hence are 

those who man the barricade against progress. They will not accept anything new, we 
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are told, except as a last resort. Even if this notion does sum up the experience of 

aristocratic, Old World societies, where the masses were a phlegmatic, rooted 

peasantry or a miserable, urban mob, it is the opposite of the truth in the USA. 

Marxist stereotypes of urban proletariat and rural bumpkins—.the ‘workers and 

peasants’ of Bolshevik slogans—may have been a useful caricature of Old World 

society, but they have nothing to do with the United States.  

 

Of course, American wealth and technology have helped make this possible. Old 

World nations, following an American example, and sometimes with American 

knowhow, have shown a new hospitality to innovation, and embraced the automobile 

and television with an almost American haste. But American wealth and technology 

themselves have been a by-product of the willingness of a democratic people to 

accept the new. Perhaps the most important novelty which American experience has 

opened to the social science of the world is this simple revelation that a vast, literate 

populace can be hospitable to, even eager for, all sorts of novelty.  

 

The democratic citizenry of a technologically triumphant America have learned 

calmly to take for granted everyday violations of yesterday’s commonsense. We have 

seen too many commonsense axioms go with the wind. The common citizen, the 

proverbial bulwark of commonsense, has become the most enthusiastic greeter of its 

daily nullification. We are not shocked in the United States when coloured motion- 

pictures fly thousands of miles, through thick walls, to reach each of us 

instantaneously, or when our climate is controlled, or when the human heart is 

repaired or replaced. In exploring the invisible atom, we have taken less persuading 

than Ferdinand and Isabella required, and we invest a thousand fold what they 

invested. While we lay Americans have lost some of our wholesome sense of wonder, 

we no longer see an opaque wall separating us from the impossible.  

Multiplying specialisations and expanding expertise have given the layman a 

necessary new role. The more professionalised our knowledge becomes, the more we 

need the sceptical spirit of the layman. However unwittingly, he has become the 

catalyst for the exploring spirit. Democracy was once best described as a government 

by the common people. Now, perhaps, we should begin to think of it as a government 

by laymen.  

 

In the earliest era of American history— the Founding Era—the exploring spirit 

flourished from the peculiar opportunities, the wealth, and even the poverties, of the 

American landscape. These were a free gift to the peoples of the Old World, if not 

provided by God, surely not manufactured by man. In our age, an age when our most 

intimate environment is not the land but the machine, we make both the landscape of 

exploring and the vehicles of exploration. We have become both the explorers and the 

explored. 

 


