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“Experience hath shewn, that even under the best forms [of government], those entrusted with 

power have, in time, and by slow operations, perverted it into tyranny; and it is believed that the 

most effectual means of preventing this would be, to illuminate, as far as practicable, the minds 

of the people at large. . . .”               

Thomas Jefferson 

I would like to thank the organizers for inviting me to address such a distinguished group 

of scholars.  Each of you should be commended on your continued pursuit of academic 

excellence.   

  

After speaking with the conference organizers, I truly appreciate the thought behind this 

year’s conference theme, “Theories in Action.”  The theme attempts to capture the dynamism of 

a community of intellectuals engaged in a rigorous conversation about ideas that hold the 

potential to change how we understand ourselves and our world.  The audacious nature of this 

undertaking is revealed when each of us attempts to translate our respective scholarly languages 

in order to facilitate understanding by those who are unfamiliar with the customs and protocols 

of our particular intellectual fields.  This risk filled endeavor challenges us to learn how to speak, 

and, more importantly, how to listen to one another in order to cultivate a critical capacity to 
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truly dialogue with each another.  It is with this understanding that I have chosen to title my 

remarks this evening “Towards a Critical Intelligence.” 

 

Theodor Adorno ends his powerful essay “Cultural Criticism and Society,” with this 

stirring statement: “Critical intelligence cannot be equal to this challenge as long as it confines 

itself to self-statisfied contemplation.”  In concluding his critical reflection on the crisis of 

thought in the post-World War II period, Adorno highlights what he views as the general 

degradation of critical thinking that resulted from acute social and cultural trends that evaded 

deep contemplation of the ambiguities and contingencies of the human condition.  It is in this 

essay where we find Adorno’s in/famous statement, “To write poetry after Auschwitz is 

barbaric.”  In taking up this essay, I wish to pursue Adorno’s provocation as one that seeks to 

challenge us to pursue a kind of untimely thinking that pierces the boundaries of knowledge in 

order to open up new pathways of thinking and being in the world.     

 

The thoughts expressed in Adorno’s essay are quite apropos when we consider the 

multitude of pronouncements by colleges and universities across about their unique 

undergraduate research opportunities.  The ubiquity of the term research in the higher 

educational discourse in general, and in the marketing efforts to undergraduates in particular, can 

be viewed as a continuation of the trend that Adorno challenged.  To be sure, Adorno was not 

engaged in anti-intellectual polemics.  Instead, he was issuing a clarion call for the cultivation of 

“critical intelligence” as an antidote to mechanistic and technocratic thinking. 
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I view this conference as a key site for the cultivation of such a critical intelligence.  The 

projects assembled here are not a mere homage to the theoretical or methodological status quo.  

Nor are the scholars here “self-satisfied” with what they have accomplished.  Instead, the space 

of this conference inaugurates a conversation where new questions are raised in giving 

expression to the task of cultivating a critical intelligence.  And it is this critical intelligence that 

is so vital to the future of the university and the future of our world.   

 

It may be challenging for us to think of our individual projects as impinging on that 

tremendous formation we call the university.  But the late cultural studies theorist Raymond 

Williams reminds us “we begin to think where we live.”  Although this adage is quite 

appropriate and in some important respects is a truism, it nevertheless remains particularly 

difficult for a scholar to critically analyze the discursive context in which she occupies.  But in 

our collective space of Brown University, we must be aware of the broader context which forms 

and informs our intellectual labors. 

 

My own thinking has wrestled with these issues.  After publishing my first book that took 

up the question of democracy and association, I have now completed a second book that 

examines the question of religion and American public life.   This book not only examines the 

theoretical and political issues represented by the return of the question of religion to the public 

square, but also develops a theoretical framework for hosting this question in order to open up 

the possibility for cultivating what Adorno called “critical intelligence” among scholars and the 

general public on this important topic.  In this regard, my work has sought to challenge the limits 
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of traditional conceptualizations of philosophy and religion proper.  The philosopher Lewis 

Gordon presciently captures the thinking that propels such an inquiry:   

Different problems emerge in the course of philosophy as we begin to take the risk of 

going beyond philosophy for philosophy’s sake.  In some of my recent writings I have 

called this the teleological suspension of philosophy.  And what that means is that there is 

a certain point in which a philosopher is constrained by the conception of philosophy in 

his or her time.  So in the interest of truth the philosopher is willing to give up philosophy 

as understood within his or her time, which is paradoxical because philosophy is the 

pursuit of truth.  And that person ends up creating a new philosophy. 

 

Hans Georg Gadamer reminds us that, “Questioning opens up possibilities of meaning. . . 

to ask a question means to bring into the open.  The openness of what is in question consists in 

the fact that the answer is not settled.” Our work should be animated by this statement as it 

dutifully reminds us that it is the questions we raise that open up the terrain of possibility.  In 

many ways, such posture invites us to inhabit the university and to welcome “not knowing” as a 

fundamental principle that propels us to think creatively and critically about our intellectual work 

and its relation to the human condition.   

 

In closing, I am reminded of a little book published in the opening decades of last century 

that continues to issue a challenge for us today.  With the spectre of a virulent nationalism and a 

rabid anti-semitism hovering over post World War I Europe, Julien Benda unleashed his 1927 

hard-hitting polemic La Trahison des Clercs.  In it the French philosopher and essayist charges 

his generation of clercs, or intellectuals, of collaboration with the vulgar realist and materialist 
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zeitgeist in perfecting a coherent doctrine of political passions whose sole objective is the 

promotion of hatred.  Advancing the provocative claim that “our age is the age of the of the 

intellectual organization of political hatreds,” Benda castigates the “desire of the ‘clerk’ to feel 

himself determined by his race and to remain fixed to his native soil to the extent that it becomes 

in him a political attitude, a nationalist provocation.”   He organizes his argument around the 

powerful and compelling idea that the intellectual is one whose calling is best characterized by 

the statement, “My kingdom is not of this world.”   “Indeed, throughout history,” he argues, “for 

more than two thousand years until modern times, I see an uninterrupted series of philosophers, 

men of religion, men of literature, artists, men of learning (one might say almost all during this 

period), whose influence, whose life, were in direct opposition to the realism of the multitudes.”  

Only in a utopia of the past does Benda find his true intellectual – one who pursued the life of the 

mind unencumbered by the pernicious infections of race and nation.  To this end, La Trahison 

des Clercs stands as Benda’s jeremiad and eulogy to the intellectual. 

 

 By participating in this conference, each of you eloquently respond to Benda’s eulogy by 

demonstrating the health and vitality of the life of the mind that is not isolated from the world, 

but is very much part of that infinite process of cultivating a critical intelligence.  Your work 

finds its ethical expression in your fidelity to the hope and promise of a future world that offers 

the possibility of a better life for all.   Each of you reinvigorates the university with the questing 

spirit that is so vital to our communities of learning and scholarship.  This is the critical 

intelligence that Adorno desires and challenges us to pursue.  It is such a critical intelligence that 

promises to “help empower those without power, to bridge our social divisions, to define and to 
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enrich our definitions of democracy [and that is] the central aim of a liberal education for the 

twenty-first century.”   

Thank you for your pursuit of this noble effort. 


