If the preface is a frame or container for what follows it, it is no less true that the preface is always re-framed or re-contained by what follows it. That these two forms of containment do not amount to the same thing--and that neither form of containment can itself fully “contain” the other--may explain why many prefaces continue to compel our attention after multiple readings. All prefaces, that is, are to some extent failed gestures of rhetorical containment. But only the ones that make this failure their own, that somehow make their element of failure distinctive or provocative in its larger implications, are worth re-reading. The others might be skimmed with a clean conscience.

In this respect the dynamo is not only an object of Adams’s detached perception, but also functions as a central trope for his intellectual quest in the final chapters of the book. For just as the dynamo’s function is to transform one sort of energy (the “few tons of poor coal”) into the more mobile form of an electric current, it is also clear that for Adams this logic carries over into his desire to find a “common value” that might allow for a transformation between the language of science and the language of faith. As an outward analogy for the inner workings of the mind, the dynamo seems to provide a potential solution to the very riddle it poses:  

The historian was thus reduced to his last resources. Clearly if he was bound to reduce all these forces to a common value, this common value could have no measure but that of their attraction on his own mind. He must treat them as they had been felt; as convertible, reversible, interchangeable attractions on thought. He made up his mind to venture it; he would risk translating rays into faith. (383)   

Yet Adams’s solution raises some interesting questions of its own, not the least of which is what sort of “risk” this analogy involves. As he expresses it here, it would seem that the risk involves the potentially misguided projection of moral or spiritual value to an amoral scientific phenomenon—that is, his risky decision to translate “rays” to “faith.” Such a gesture might be identified as the “mythic-idealist” impulse within Adams’s thought. Yet underlying this risk is another one that is no less relevant—namely, the potentially misguided absorption of moral or spiritual value within the physical laws of energy transformation. This gesture might be identified as the “rational-materialist” impulse within Adams’s thought. Taken together, then, these two impulses designate the two opposing poles of Adams’s “hazardous” endeavor: “Here opened another totally new education, which promised to be by far the most hazardous of all. The knife-edge along which he must crawl, like Sir Lancelot in the twelfth century, divided two kingdoms of force which had nothing in common but attraction” (383).

If we describe this distinction as provisional, however, it is because when we try to determine what sort of “transformation” actually takes place in this passage, we in fact see both impulses at work. For Adams represents his own decision to “translate rays into faith” as the mere effect of physical laws of attraction within the mind—“as convertible, reversible, interchangeable attractions on thought”; the ruling principle of this cognitive transformation appears derived primarily from the physical sciences. At the same time, this transformation of electrical force to spiritual force seems equally capable of being applied to the very laws of “attraction” which allow such a cognitive transformation to be made—a prior transformation that, however, would only raise the nagging question of its own “ruling principle.” Our circular reading here is simply to acknowledge that the dynamic of conversion, reversal, and interchangeability that Adams puts into play has the tendency to liquidate value distinctions as well as to create them, and that this dynamic in turn has the tendency to consume any attempt to give it a name.

It is for this reason that the image of the dynamo becomes difficult to evaluate as a rhetorical trope in Adams’s account. As a “symbol of infinity,” it appears to be a direct vehicle of insight, a virtually sacred figure that abolishes any discursive or conceptual mediation between what it is and what it represents. At this register Adams does not need to interpret or reflect upon the dynamo; he simply experiences its imminent power. Yet as an analogy for how the mind works—that is, how the mind establishes both symbolic and logical relationships in its apprehension of the world—the dynamo clearly has a discursive quality as well. At this register Adams is not speaking as a mystic but as a rationalist, insofar as he uses the dynamo as a device to describe a conceptual (as opposed to a “merely” symbolic) relationship between two different sorts of phenomena. In turn, it is only when we acknowledge the relative difference between these two rhetorical modes that we also come to realize that they are in some sense interdependent reflections of one another in Adams’s language. That is, we come to realize that if the dynamo fluctuates between a symbolic and analogical figure, it is because it “participates in” the same process it “represents,” which is precisely the “infinite” translation between the symbolic (mythic-spiritual) and the non-symbolic (rational-discursive) within consciousness itself. It is for this reason, too, that Adams’s language truly becomes “expressive”--for it has the effect of somehow replicating the process of the dynamo through its ambiguous manner of describing it.

One may feel strongly tempted to interpret this slippery scenario as evoking what Adams refers to as “a higher synthesis” between mythic and rational thought, but he may offer us a useful warning on this point: “For human purposes a point must always be soon reached where larger synthesis is suicide” (402). Instead, one might conclude that in order for the dynamo to “work” as a trope of the thought process—in order for it to represent the ability of thought to reduce different forces to a common value, and thereby exchange them for one another—it must remain a radically ambiguous mediator that cannot itself be given a determinate “value.” In other words, the dynamo resembles the dialectical power of the mind to synthesize the conflict between spiritual yearning and materialistic despair, between mythic regeneration and rationalistic skepticism; at the same time, in all its paradoxically mute expressiveness, the figure of the dynamo appears as a persistent “remainder” that cannot be fully “exhausted” within the thought that seeks to comprehend it. It is this logic that allows for the uneasy equivocation in Adams’s language, its tendency to vacillate between a spiritualization of the machine and a mechanization of spirit.

No reader of the book, for example, can be entirely immune to the rather jarring, mordant mixture of Olympian detachment (“Any schoolboy knows….”) and self-abasement (“Adams, for one, toiled in vain to find out what he meant…”) that so often characterizes Adams’s ironic third-person portrayal of himself. On a general level, what this split in the narrative voice designates is the dissociation and interplay between Adams the teacher and Adams the student, Adams the cold rationalist and Adams the disillusioned believer, Adams the “progressive” modernist and Adams the “reactionary” New England Brahmin. To sense that these voices are in a constant dialogue with one another is in many respects consistent with the dialectical process that informs his educational project in the book. For this project, as Adams understood it, involves his own perpetual struggle to confront, expose, and diagnose the inadequacies of his received ideas, and thereby to re-constitute such inadequacies as the elements of a new sort of education that might somehow be more suited to the modern industrial age he surveys. Such is the fundamental irony that informs the title of the book for the author as well as the reader—the “education of Henry Adams” must be seen as a record of the failure of education, even as the necessity of this failure might impart some form of wisdom to future generations.

Meanwhile the symbolic status of the dynamo as an “equivalence machine” in Adams’s description inevitably solicits a reading of this disembodied power as nothing less than an impossible fantasy image of capital itself, which similarly functions as an expansive medium whereby prior, precapitalist forms of cultural experience are assimilated and retroactively re-coded within a newly “totalizing” historical reality. In this regard Adams’s uneasiness towards new scientific developments effectively carries over into his fearful vision of American democracy as a mindless machine driven by a chaotic flux of larger economic interests, his critical portrait of U.S. Grant as an inert political (non)entity manipulated by financial speculators, and his hesitant advocacy of a federal paper currency system during the controversy over the Legal Tender Act. Within this context, too, it would appear that the dynamo even offers a counterpart as well as a corrective to Adams’s anti-semitism: for whereas he, like other writers of his time, occasionally configured the Jew as a crude, naïve personification of capitalistic greed, in the dynamo we may sense a much more abstract expression of this fearful new force—which now cannot be anthropomorphized or given a “human face,” but must instead be envisioned as an essentially anonymous, protean phenomenon that has no limits in its domain or locality. In doing so, the “sublime” aspect of the dynamo, its paradoxical quality of representing a process of permanent change that exceeds any determinate attempt to fully represent it, allows it to evoke the insubstantial yet all-encompassing power of that other amorphous “thing” or “process” we have been crudely referring to as “industrial capitalism.” 

At the same time, in recognizing this dimension of the dynamo it is all the more important to note that the figure is not economically determined so much as it is socially overdetermined in Adams’s rhetoric. That is, the “allegory of capital” interpretation proposed here cannot be seen as designating the ideological content of the figure, but rather as a testimony to how the “festishized” form of the dynamo in Adams’s language allows it to serve as a sort of imaginary conductor through which various free-floating anxieties—spiritual, technological, political, economic—may somehow be projected and “put into circulation.” But it is in this sense, too, that the dynamic theory of history continues to function as what Fredric Jameson would call an “ideological form of containment,” to the extent that it still tends to re-absorb such social phenomena within a broader, ahistorical concept of natural law primarily derived from positivist science. In this regard it is fitting that Adams’s dynamic theory of history is only explicitly provided at the end of The Education, marking a rather abrupt shift away from the more belletristic style of the earlier chapters and towards a much more overtly detached and discursive presentation of ideas. The observation by some critics that the final chapters appear arbitrarily inserted at the end—as if Adams suddenly needed to adopt an even more rigorously “impersonal” mode of presentation in order to conclude his account—testifies to this shift, which appears to violate the formal or stylistic continuity of the book. In doing so, however, the final chapters may also be seen as the author’s final attempt to establish some sense of unity by stepping “outside” the numerous frustrations and dead-ends that have characterized his experience in the public and political arena; by ruminating upon the abstract logic of the dynamo, Adams finds the perfect symbol (or fetish) for a whole range of “forces” which no longer seem inherently meaningful in modern America.

To suggest a partial diagnosis of Adams’s account as manifesting the logic of manic depression, or fluctuating between various phases of paranoid projection, solipsistic withdrawal, and repressed hysteria, is not to discount his ideas as merely private pathologies and thus to situate him apart from social history. Indeed, it would be more accurate to say that a psychological reading of Adams attains an element of truth only when we realize that such “pathological” traits represent a range of meaningful responses to a historical reality that cannot be adequately represented from the calm, transparent distance of the detached observer. As we have suggested, Adams’s theory remains false or illusory insofar as it conceives of “force” as a naturalized, trans-historical agency that exerts an almost mythical power over the lives of individual human beings. In this respect it shares many of the same qualities as the naturalistic novels of Theodore Dreiser or Frank Norris, in which the reified socio-economic “forces” of industrialism and commodity lust are often indiscriminately conflated with cosmic “forces” of nature. It is true, however, insofar as it acknowledges that the social relationship between individuals and the machinery of production has become so distorted that the latter predominates over the former, such that seemingly “natural” human needs or values are to some extent “produced”—and rendered insubstantial—by the very machinery that appears to “serve” them. No doubt it is this aspect of his book that would later appeal so strongly to an audience that had just faced a disastrous war, in which the rationale for entering it seemed so nebulous, whereas the technical and industrial means of prosecuting it appeared all too efficient. In any case it is because Adams’s concepts are so entangled with his conflicted experience, in spite of their attempts to master it within a rationalized posture, that they attain an expressive truth that one feels would be lost in a more straightforward historical account or philosophical argument.
The two opposites are in fact obverse images of one another, for if it were possible for Adams to be fully identified with the cool, detached craftsman, he would thereby appear just as lifeless as the inanimate dummy he works upon. 

A more accurate assessment of the preface, then, would be to grant that Adams’s ironic tone thoroughly assimilates the corrosive, instrumental rationality that it recoils against—and at the same time to recognize that it is precisely this negative recoil, this “shudder” that such ironic rationality retains and inspires, that preserves what remains of subjective consciousness in the wake of its nearly complete self-objectification. Within the very dehumanized quality of Adams’s rhetoric, in other words, one can still hear the muted undertone of a humanity that cannot otherwise be given full expression.

In this respect the dynamo is not only an object of Adams’s detached perception, but also functions as a central trope for his intellectual quest in the final chapters of the book. For just as the dynamo’s function is to transform one sort of energy (the “few tons of poor coal”) into the more mobile form of an electric current, it is also clear that for Adams this logic carries over into his desire to find a “common value” that might allow for a transformation between the language of science and the language of faith. As an outward analogy for the inner workings of the mind, the dynamo seems to provide a potential solution to the very riddle it poses:  

The historian was thus reduced to his last resources. Clearly if he was bound to reduce all these forces to a common value, this common value could have no measure but that of their attraction on his own mind. He must treat them as they had been felt; as convertible, reversible, interchangeable attractions on thought. He made up his mind to venture it; he would risk translating rays into faith. (383)   

Yet Adams’s solution raises some interesting questions of its own, not the least of which is what sort of “risk” this analogy involves. As he expresses it here, it would seem that the risk involves the potentially misguided projection of moral or spiritual value to an amoral scientific phenomenon—that is, his risky decision to translate “rays” to “faith.” Such a gesture might be identified as the “mythic-idealist” impulse within Adams’s thought. Yet underlying this risk is another one that is no less relevant—namely, the potentially misguided absorption of moral or spiritual value within the physical laws of energy transformation. This gesture might be identified as the “rational-materialist” impulse within Adams’s thought. Taken together, then, these two impulses designate the two opposing poles of Adams’s “hazardous” endeavor: “Here opened another totally new education, which promised to be by far the most hazardous of all. The knife-edge along which he must crawl, like Sir Lancelot in the twelfth century, divided two kingdoms of force which had nothing in common but attraction” (383). [7:46]

As Adams continues his account, the dynamo serves as a key trope for his intellectual quest.  

For just as the dynamo’s function is to transform one sort of energy (the “few tons of poor coal”) into the more mobile form of an electric current, it is also clear that for Adams this logic carries over into his desire to find a “common value” that might allow for a transformation between the language of science and the language of faith.
Just as the dynamo allows for the transformation of one form of energy to another, 

As Adams continues his account, the ambiguous significance of dynamo soon becomes writ large within a larger “dynamic” theory of historical progression.    

inspires him to propose a broader theory of history 

dynamo clearly begins to take on a much more portentous, and much more ambiguous, scope of meaning

Yet as Adams continues his account, it is clear that the ambiguous significance of the dynamo takes on a much broader scope: it is not only an object of his detached perception, but also inspires him to posit a “dynamic” theory of history that might encompass various modes of consciousness   

 to ruminate over the significance of the dynamo, it is also clear that 

[…] Yet it also clear that Adams can only posit, but not “rest with,” the notion that spiritual belief and the rational laws of physics are somehow two equivalent expressions of one another. For Adams, a complete equilibrium of these impulses, a completely achieved equivalence of all values within a single value, would in fact signal death—a cessation of history as well as a final neutralization of thinking altogether. 

Thus Adams subsequently projects a larger “dynamic” theory that might encompass various modes of consciousness throughout history: 

For in Adams’s theory, it is clear that he is concerned with how the various means by which we seek to understand the world around us—through religion and philosophy, as well as through science and technology—are subject to historical change, and how such change has essentially accelerated beyond our collective attempts to assimilate it
