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I first want to say how much I deeply appreciate this tremendous honor. And in
accepting this honor—50 years after I took my first courses as a masters’ student in the New
School economics graduate program, after having taken exactly zero economics courses as an
undergraduate at the University of Wisconsin-Madison—it is a great thrill for me to have with
me, my wife Sigrid and daughter Hannah, my former classmates David Howell, Ahmet Tonak,
and Rick McGahey, a classmate from my undergraduate days at U. of Wisconsin Jon Bloom, and
a former Ph.D. student, Ying Chen, who is now a tenured faculty member in the Economics
Department here. I am also thinking today of my parents Abe and Irene Pollin, and my
grandparents, Morris and Jennie Pollin, and Goldie and Herman Kerchek.

Most of you probably knew the origins of Thomas Mann’s beautifully resonant phrase “to
the living spirit” which Robert Mundheim has generously brought to life again through reviving
this award. I didn’t know the phrase or its origins at all until Dean Alienkoff explained them to
me in our zoom call a couple of months ago. This is even though, as I told Dean Alienkoff
during our call, I had been for a time in grad school an obsessed reader of Thomas Mann, in
particular his 1,200 page four novel series, Joseph and His Brothers. My then fiancé Sigrid had
bought me a copy just months before our wedding.

In his 1937 lecture at the New School, Mann sets out a massive challenge for this, at the
time, fledgling institution. Here is what Mann said at the end of his New School lecture:

This youngest American institution of higher learning is in an interesting way
connected with a strange incident, which should put every German to shame, an
incident that happened at, or I should rather say was inflicted on, the oldest
German university, Heidelberg. There a great lecture hall...bore the inscription:
“To the Living Spirit.” This inscription—unbelievable as it seems—has been
removed from the building. Thus, the regime itself has declared that there is—for
the time being—no home for the living spirit in Germany s universities. Now [
suggest that your faculty take those words and make them your motto, to indicate
that the living spirit, driven from Germany, has found a home in this country.

When I began my graduate work in January 1975, there was no question that the New
School had risen up and met the challenge set out by Mann. The New School economics
program was truly unique in its commitment to engage seriously with what should be
recognized, but almost always is not recognized, as the most profound set of questions that
economists should ponder. These are questions on the very nature of capitalism, a society’s
whose driving forces—as Adam Smith so powerfully described in The Wealth of Nations—are
greed and competition. Equally, almost no economics programs were examining seriously the
prospects for advancing egalitarian alternatives to capitalist societies, whether we understand
these alternatives as socialist, social democratic, or some other variant.



My very first semester at the New School I took a class with Paul Sweezy, without
question at the time the most renown Marxist economist in the world. When I first heard about
the class from the then Department student advisor, an advanced graduate student named Ron
Blackwell (Ron went on to a distinguished career as Chief Economist for the AFL-CIO), my
response was “Studying Marx with Paul Sweezy will be like studying the Civil War with
Abraham Lincoln.” Among the people sitting in on Sweezy’s class with we students was Daniel
Ellsberg. Ellsberg was the most renown and courageous anti-Vietnam whistleblower of that
period. I also had a class with a very young David Gordon, where we explored the decline and
fall of feudalism as a dominant social formation and the corresponding emergence of capitalism.

My second semester I took Advanced Political Economy with an also very young Anwar
Shaikh. Anwar just retired from here 18 months ago after 53 years on the faculty. When I took
his class in 1975, Anwar was in the early stages of working out the ideas that became his 2016
magnum opus, Capitalism: Competition, Conflict, Crises. One prominent reviewer of this book
wrote “The scope and scale of Capitalism are such as to invite comparison with
Marx’s Capital itself.”

I took another course this same second semester with the great Robert Heilbroner. Just
the titles of some of Bob’s books convey the questions he pursued relentlessly: Inquiry Into the
Human Prospect; The Nature and Logic of Capitalism; Marxism: For and Against; The Crisis of
Vision in Modern Economic Thought (co-authored with Will Milberg); as well as, of course, The
Worldly Philosophers.

The absolute imperative of embracing the Living Spirit challenge set out by Thomas
Mann is clearly just as salient today as it was 88 years ago. Indeed, some of the parallels
between what transpired during the 1930s in Germany and our situation today are far too
dangerously striking. This is how Mann, in his same 1937 lecture here, describes one particular
political figure of the 1930s that he does not name:

He has made it his philosophy to recognize no distinction between truth and
falsehood. He has set up in the world a shameful pragmatism which denies the
spirit itself in the name utility. Without scruple, he commits or approves crimes,
provided they serve his advantage, or what he calls his advantage. He has no
dread of falsehood, but reckons falsehood as high as truth, provided only that it is
useful in his sense of the word.

I should emphasize that I am among those who insist that we not overstate the
comparisons between the social crises we face in the U.S. today relative to where Germany was
in the 1930s, as described then by Thomas Mann and so many others—that for all the
horribleness of Trump and his acolytes—and here I am naming names—they are not the same as
Hitler and the Nazis of the 1930s. But one fundamental reason this remains true is that we in the
U.S. today—or at least many of us in the U.S. today—uphold as fundamental the project of
extracting truths from practicing rigorous social science and of deploying these truths to advance
the principles of equality, social justice, democracy and ecological sanity. Of course, I am
describing here exactly the mission that undergirds everything that goes on today at The New



School for Social Research. In other words, the New School continues to stand upright today as
a bulwark against the modern-day versions of the forces that Mann denounced so powerfully and
memorably, right here, during the New School’s earliest days.



