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PREJUDICES: SIXTH SERIES 

I. JOURNALISM IN AMERICA 

1 ONE of the agreeable spiritual phenomena of 

the great age in which we live is the soul- 

searching now going on among American 

journalists. Fifteen years ago, or even ten years ago, 

there was scarcely a sign of it. The working news¬ 

paper men of the Republic, of whom I have had the 

honor to be one since the last century, were then al¬ 

most as complacent as so many Federal judges, movie 

magnates, or major-generals in the army. When they 

discussed their puissant craft at all, it was only to 

smack their chests proudly, boasting of their vast 

power in public matters, of their adamantine resis¬ 

tance to all the less tempting varieties of bribes, and 

of the fact that a politician of enlightened self-inter¬ 

est, giving them important but inaccurate news con¬ 

fidently, could rely upon them to mangle it beyond 

recognition before publishing it. I describe a sort of 
9 
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Golden Age, and confess frankly that I can’t do so 

without a certain yielding to emotion. Salaries had 

been going up since the dawn of the new century, and 

the journalist, however humble, was beginning to feel 

his oats. For the first time in history he was paid as 

well as the human cranes and steam-shovels slinging 

rolls of paper in the cellar. He began to own two hats, 

two suits of clothes, two pairs of shoes, two walking- 

sticks, even two belts. He ceased to feed horribly in 

one-arm lunch-rooms and began to dine in places with 

fumigated waitresses, some of a considerable pul¬ 

chritude and amiability, and red-shaded table lamps. 

He was, as such things are reckoned, happy. But at 

the heart of his happiness, alas, there yet gnawed a 

canker-worm. One enemy remained in his world, un¬ 

scotched and apparently unscotchable, to wit, the busi¬ 

ness manager. The business manager, at will, could 

send up a blue slip and order him fired. In the face of 

that menace from below-stairs his literary superiors 

were helpless, up to and including the editor-in-chief. 

All of them were under the hoof of the business man¬ 

ager, and all the business manager ever thought of 

was advertising. Let an advertiser complain that his 

honor had been impugned or his clavi abraded, and 

off went a head. 

It was the great war for human freedom, I suspect 

and allege, that brought the journalist deliverance 

from that last and most abominable hazard: he was, 
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perhaps, one of the few real beneficiaries of all the 

carnage. As the struggle grew more savage on Flan¬ 

ders fields and business grew better and better at 

home, reporters of any capacity whatever got to be 

far too scarce to fire loosely. Moreover, the business 

manager, with copy pouring over his desk almost un¬ 

solicited, began to lose his old dread of advertisers, 

and then even some of his natural respect for them. 

It was a sellers’ market, in journalism as in the pants 

business. Customers were no longer kissed; the lesser 

among them actually began to stand in line. The new 

spirit, so strange and so exhilarating, spread like a 

benign pestilence, and presently it began to invade 

even the editorial rooms. In almost every American 

city, large or small, some flabbergasted advertiser, his 

money in his hand, sweat pouring from him as if he 

had seen a ghost, was kicked out with spectacular cer¬ 

emonies. All the principal papers, suddenly grown 

rich, began also to grow independent, virtuous, 

touchy, sniffish. No-could dictate to them, 

God damn! So the old free reading notices of the Bon 

Marche and the Palais Royal disappeared, salaries 

continued to climb, and the liberated journalist, tak¬ 

ing huge breaths of thrilling air, began to think of 

himself as a professional man. 

Upon that cogitation he is still engaged, and all the 

weeklies that print the news of the craft are full of its 

fruits. He elects representatives and they meet in 
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lugubrious conclave to draw up codes of ethics. He be¬ 

gins to read books dealing with professional questions 

of other sorts—even books not dealing with profes¬ 

sional questions. He changes his old cynical view of 

schools of journalism, and is lured, now and then, 

into lecturing in them himself. He no longer thinks of 

his calling as a business, like the haberdasher’s or 

tallow chandler’s, or as a game, like .the stockbro¬ 

ker’s or faro-dealer’s, but as a profession, like the 

jurisconsult’s or gynecologist’s. His purpose is to set 

it on its legs as such—to inject plausible theories into 

its practise, and rid it of its old casualness and op¬ 

portunism. He no longer sees it as a craft to be mas¬ 

tered in four days, and abandoned at the first sign of 

a better job. He begins to talk darkly of the long ap¬ 

prenticeship necessary to master its technic, of the 

wide information and sagacity needed to adorn it, of 

the high rewards that it offers—or may offer later on 

—to the man of true talent and devotion. Once he 

thought of himself, whenever he thought at all, as 

what Beethoven called a free artist—a gay adventurer 

careening down the charming highways of the world, 

the gutter ahead of him but ecstasy in his heart. Now 

he thinks of himself as a fellow of weight and respon¬ 

sibility, a beginning publicist and public man, sworn 

to the service of the born and unborn, heavy with 

duties to the Republic and to his profession. 

In all this, I fear, there is some illusion, as there 
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always is in human thinking. The journalist can no 

more see himself realistically than a bishop can see 

himself realistically. He gilds and engauds the pic¬ 

ture, unconsciously and irresistibly. For one thing, 

and a most important one, he is probably somewhat 

in error about his professional status. He remains, for 

all his dreams, a hired man—the owner downstairs, 

or even the business manager, though he doesn’t do 

it very often now, is still free to demand his head—, 

and a hired man is not a professional man. The es¬ 

sence of a professional man is that he is answerable 

for his professional conduct only to his professional 

peers. A physician cannot be fired by any one, save 

when he has voluntarily converted himself into a job¬ 

holder; he is secure in his livelihood so long as he 

keeps his health, and can render service, or what they 

regard as service, to his patients. A lawyer is in the 

same boat. So is a dentist. So, even, is a horse-doctor. 

But a journalist still lingers in the twilight zone, along 

with the trained nurse, the embalmer, the rev. clergy 

and the great majority of engineers. He cannot sell 

his services directly to the consumer, but only to en¬ 

trepreneurs, and so those entrepreneurs have the 

power of veto over all his soaring fancies. His codes 

of ethics are all right so long as they do not menace 

newspaper profits; the moment they do so the busi¬ 

ness manager, now quiescent, will begin to growl 

again. Nor has he the same freedom that the lawyers 
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and the physicians have when it comes to fixing his 

own compensation; what he faces is not a client but a 

boss. Above all, he is unable, as yet, to control ad¬ 

mission to his craft. It is constantly recruited, on its 

lowest levels, from men who have little professional 

training or none at all, and some of these men master 

its chief mysteries very quickly. Thus even the most 

competent journalist faces at all times a severe com¬ 

petition, easily expanded at need, and cannot afford 

to be too saucy. When a managing editor is fired 

there is always another one waiting to take his place, 

but there is seldom another place waiting for the 

managing editor. 

All these things plainly diminish the autonomy of 

the journalist, and hamper his effort to lift his trade 

to professional rank and dignity. When he talks of 

codes of ethics, indeed, he only too often falls into 

mere tall talk, for he cannot enforce the rules he so 

solemnly draws up—that is, in the face of dissent 

from above. Nevertheless, his discussion of the sub¬ 

ject is still not wholly absurd, for there remain plenty 

of rules that he can enforce, and I incline to think 

that there are more of them than of the other kind. 

Most of the evils that continue to beset American jour¬ 

nalism to-day, in truth, are not due to the rascality of 

owners nor even to the Kiwanian bombast of busi¬ 

ness managers, but simply and solely to the stupidity, 

cowardice and Philistinism of working newspaper 
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men. The majority of them, in almost every Ameri¬ 

can city, are still ignoramuses, and proud of it. All 

the knowledge that they pack into their brains is, in 

every reasonable cultural sense, useless; it is the sort 

of knowledge that belongs, not to a professional man, 

but to a police captain, a railway mail-clerk, or a 

board-boy in a brokerage house. It is a mass of trivi¬ 

alities and puerilities; to recite it would be to make 

even a barber beg for mercy. What is missing from 

it, in brief, is everything worth knowing—everything 

that enters into the common knowledge of educated 

men. There are managing editors in the United States, 

and scores of them, who have never heard of Kant or 

Johannes Muller and never read the Constitution of 

the United States; there are city editors who do not 

know what a symphony is, or a streptococcus, or the 

Statute of Frauds; there are reporters by the thousand 

who could not pass the entrance examination for 

Harvard or Tuskegee, or even Yale. It is this vast 

and militant ignorance, this wide-spread and fathom¬ 

less prejudice against intelligence, that makes Ameri¬ 

can journalism so pathetically feeble and vulgar, and 

so generally disreputable. A man with so little intel¬ 

lectual enterprise that, dealing with news daily, he 

can go through life without taking in any news that 

is worth knowing—such a man, you may be sure, is 

lacking in professional dignity quite as much as he 

is lacking in curiosity. The delicate thing called honor 



16 PREJUDICES: SIXTH SERIES 

can never be a function of stupidity. If it belongs to 

those men who are genuinely professional men, it be¬ 

longs to them because they have lifted themselves 

to the plane of a true aristocracy, in learning as well 

as in liberty—because they have deliberately and suc¬ 

cessfully separated themselves from the great masses 

of men, to whom learning is an insult and liberty an 

agony. The journalists, in seeking to acquire that 

status, put the cart before the horse. 

2 

The facts that I here set forth are well known to 

every American newspaper man who rises above the 

ice-wagon driver level, and in those sad conferences 

which mark every gathering of the craft they do not 

go undiscussed. Even the American Society of News¬ 

paper Editors, i. e., of those journalists who have got 

into golf clubs and become minor Babbitts, has dealt 

with them at some of its annual pow-wows, albeit very 

gingerly and with many uneasy glances behind the 

door. But in general journalism suffers from a lack 

of alert and competent professional criticism; its 

slaves, afflicted by a natural inferiority complex, dis¬ 

countenance free speaking as a sort of treason; I 

have myself been damned as a public enemy for call¬ 

ing attention, ever and anon, to the intolerable in¬ 

competence and quackery of all save a small minority 
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of the Washington correspondents. This struthion fear 

of the light is surely not to be noted in any of the act¬ 

ual professions. The medical men, in their trade jour¬ 

nals, criticise one another frankly and sharply, and 
so do the lawyers in theirs: the latter, indeed, are not 

above taking occasional hacks at the very judges, their 

lawful fathers and patterns of grace. As for the 

clergy, every one knows that they devote a large part 
of their professional energy to refuting and damn¬ 

ing their brethren, and that not a few of them do it 

on public stumps, with the laity invited. So, also, in 

the fine arts. It is impossible for an architect to af¬ 

front humanity with a blotch without hearing from 

other architects, and it is impossible for a poet to print 

anything at all without tasting the clubs of other 

poets. Even dramatists, movie actors, chiropractors 

and politicians criticise one another, and so keep 

themselves on tiptoe. But not journalists. If a Hey- 
wood Broun is exasperated into telling the truth about 
the manhandling of a Snyder trial, or a Walter Lipp- 

mann exposes the imbecility of the Russian “news” 
in a New York Times, or an Oswald Garrison Villard 
turns his searchlight on a Boston Herald or a Washing¬ 

ton Star, it is a rarity and an indecorum. The organs 

of the craft—and there are journals for journalists, 

just as there are doctors for doctors—are all filled 
with bilge borrowed from Rotary and Kiwanis. Read¬ 
ing them, one gathers the impression that every news- 
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paper proprietor in the United States is a distin¬ 

guished public figure, and every circulation manager 

a wizard. The editorial boys, it appears, never fall 

down on their jobs; they are not only geniuses, but 

also heroes. Some time ago, having read all such 

journals assiduously for years, I stopped my sub¬ 

scriptions to them. I found that I preferred the clip- 

sheet of the Methodist Board of Temperance, Pro¬ 

hibition and Public Morals. 

But if there is thus little or no frank and open dis¬ 

cussion of the evils that beset journalism in the Re¬ 

public, there is a great deal of private discontent and 

soul-searching, and it shows itself in all the fantas¬ 

tic codes of ethics that issue from embattled profes¬ 

sors of journalism in the great rolling-mills of learn¬ 

ing, and from editorial associations in the cow States. 

In such codes, I am sorry to have to repeat, I take no 

stock. Most of them are the handiwork of journalists 

of no professional importance whatever, and, what 

is worse, of no apparent sense. They run the scale 

from metaphysical principia worthy of Rotary to sets 

of rules fit only for the government of a Y. M. G. A. 

lamasery or a State’s prison. They concern themselves 

furiously with abuses which are not peculiar to jour¬ 

nalism but run through the whole of American life, 

and they are delicately silent about abuses that are 

wholly journalistic, and could be remedied quickly 

and without the slightest difficulty. Their purpose, I 
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believe, is largely rhetorical. They give a certain ease 

and comfort to the laboring patient without letting 

any of his blood. Nevertheless, I am glad to see them 

multiply, for though most of them may be hollow to¬ 

day, there is always a chance that some solid sub¬ 

stance may get into them to-morrow. If they accom¬ 

plish nothing else at the moment, they at least accus¬ 

tom the journalist to the notion that his craft needs an 

overhauling. His old romantic optimism oozes out of 

him. He is no longer quite happy. Out of his rising 

discomforts, I believe, there will issue eventually a 

more realistic attitude toward the problems that con¬ 

front him, and on some bright day in the future he 

may address himself rationally to the hard business 

of solving them. Most of them, I believe, are clearly 

soluble. More, most of them can be solved by work¬ 

ing newspaper men, without any help from experts in 

ethics. What they call for is not any transcendental 

gift for righteousness, hut simply ordinary profes¬ 

sional competence and common sense. 

For example, the problem of false news. How does 

so much of it get into the American newspapers, even 

the good ones? Is it because journalists, as a class, 

are habitual liars, and prefer what is not true to what 

is true? I don’t think it is. Rather, it is because jour¬ 

nalists are, in the main, extremely stupid, sentimental 

and credulous fellows—because nothing is easier 

than to fool them—because the majority of them lack 
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the sharp intelligence that the proper discharge of 

their duties demands. The New York Times did not 

print all its famous blather and balderdash about 

Russia because the Hon. Mr. Ochs desired to deceive 

his customers, or because his slaves were in the pay of 

Russian reactionaries, but simply and solely because 

his slaves, facing the elemental professional problem 

of distinguishing between true news and false, turned 

out to be incompetent. All around the borders of Rus¬ 

sia sat propagandists hired to fool them. In many 

cases, I have no doubt, they detected that purpose, 

and foiled it; we only know what they printed, not 

what they threw into their wastebaskets. But in many 

other cases they succumbed easily, and even ridicu¬ 

lously, and the result was the vast mass of puerile 

rubbish that Mr. Lippmann later made a show of. In 

other words, the editors of the American newspaper 

most brilliantly distinguished above its fellows for its 

news-gathering enterprise turned out to be unequal to 

a job of news-gathering presenting special but surely 

not insuperable difficulties. It was not an ethical fail¬ 

ure, but a purely technical failure. And so was the 

same eminent newspaper’s idiotic misreporting of the 

news from China in the early part of 1927, and the 

grotesque paralysis of the whole American press in 

the face of the Miami hurricane in 1926. 

Obviously, the way to diminish such failures in fu¬ 

ture is not to adopt sonorous platitudes borrowed 
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from the realtors, the morticians, the sanitary plumb¬ 

ers and Kiwanis, but to undertake an overhauling of 

the faulty technic, and of the incompetent personnel 

responsible for it. This overhauling, of course, will 

take some intelligence, but I don’t think it will make 

demands that are impossible. The bootlegging, legal 

or delicatessen professions, confronted by like de¬ 

mands, would quickly furnish the talent necessary 

to meet them; I see no reason why the profession of 

journalism should not measure up as well. What lies 

in the way of it is simply the profound, maudlin senti¬ 

mentality of the average American journalist—his 

ingenuous and almost automatic belief in everything 

that comes to him in writing. One would think that his 

daily experience with the written word would make 

him suspicious of it; he himself, in fact, believes 

fondly that he is proof against it. But the truth is 

that he swallows it far more often than he rejects it, 

and that his most eager swallowing is done in the 

face of the plainest evidence of its falsity. Let it come 

in by telegraph, and his mouth flies open. Let it come 

in by telegraph from a press association and down it 

goes at once. I do not say, of course, that all press as¬ 

sociation news is thus swallowed by news editors. 

When the means are readily at hand, he often at¬ 

tempts to check it, and sometimes even rejects it. But 

when such checking presents difficulties—in other 

words, when deceit is especially easy, and hence 
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should be guarded most vigilantly—he succumbs 

nine times out of ten, and without a struggle. It was 

precisely by this process that the editors of the Times, 
otherwise men of extraordinary professional alert¬ 

ness, were victimized by the Russian “news” that 

made that paper ridiculous. In the face of great im¬ 

probabilities, they interpreted their inability to dis¬ 

pose of them as a license to accept them as truth. 

Journalism will be a sounder and more dignified pro¬ 

fession when a directly contrary interpretation of the 

journalist’s duty prevails. There will then be less 

news in the papers, but it will at least have the merit 

of being true. 

Nor is the typical American journalist’s credulity 

confined to such canards and roorbacks from far 

places. He is often victimized just as easily at home, 

despite his lofty belief that he is superior to the wiles 

of press agents. The plain fact is that most of the 

stuff he prints now emanates from press agents, and 

that his machinery for scrutinizing it is lamentably 

defective. True enough, the bold, gay liars employed 

by theatrical managers and opera singers no longer 

fool him as they used to; he has grown so suspicious 

of them that he often turns them out when they have 

real news. But what of the press agents of such or¬ 

ganizations as the Red Cross, the Prohibition Unit, the 

Near-East Relief, the Chamber of Commerce of the 

United States, the Department of Justice, the Y. M. 
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C. A., and the various bands of professional patriots? 

I do not say that the press agents of such bodies are 

always or necessarily liars; all I say is that, nine 

times out of ten, their statements are accepted as true 

by the newspapers without any attempt to determine 

accurately whether they are true or not. They may be 

simple statements of plain fact; they may, on the 

contrary, conceal highly dubious purposes, of organ¬ 

izations and individuals. In both cases they are set 

forth in the same way—solemnly and without com¬ 

ment. Who, ordinarily, would believe a Prohibition 

agent? Perhaps a Federal judge in his robes of office 

and full of seized evidence; I can think of no one else. 

Yet the American newspapers are filled every day 

with the dreadful boasts and threats of such frauds: 

it is set before the people, not as lies, but as news. 

What is the purpose of such rubbish? Its purpose, ob¬ 

viously, is to make it appear that the authors are 

actually enforcing Prohibition—in other words, to 

make them secure in their jobs. Every newspaper man 

in America knows that Prohibition is not being en¬ 

forced—and yet it is rarely that an American news¬ 

paper comes out in these days without a gaudy story 

on its first page, rehearsing all the old lies under new 

and blacker headlines. 

I do not argue here, of course, that only demon¬ 

strable facts are news. There are times and occasions 

when rumor is almost as important as the truth— 
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when a newspaper’s duty to its readers requires it to 

tell them not only what has happened, but also what is 

reported, what is threatened, what is merely said. 

What I contend is simply that such quasi-news, such 

half-baked and still dubious news, should be printed 

for exactly what it is—that it ought to be clearly dif¬ 

ferentiated from news that, by an overwhelming 

probability, is true. That differentiation is made eas¬ 

ily and as a matter of course by most European news¬ 

papers of any dignity. When they print a dispatch 

from the Russian border they indicate its source, and 

not infrequently follow it with a cynical comment. If 

they had Prohibition agents on their hands, they 

would print the fulminations of those gentlemen in 

the same way—with plain warnings to stop, look and 

listen. In brief, they make every reasonable effort 

to make up for their own technical limitations as news- 

gatherers—they do the best they can, and say so 

frankly when it is not very good. I believe that Ameri¬ 

can newspapers might imitate them profitably. If it 

were done, then the public’s justifiable distrust of all 

newspapers, now rising, would tend to ebb. They 

would have to throw off their present affectation of 

omniscience, but they would gain a new repute for 

honesty and candor; they would begin to seem more 

reliable when they failed than they now seem when 

they succeed. The scheme I propose would cost noth¬ 

ing; on the contrary, it would probably save ex- 
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pense. It would throw no unbearable burden upon the 

journalistic mind; it would simply make it more cau¬ 

tious and alert. Best of it, it would increase the dig¬ 

nity of journalism without resort to flapdoodlish and 

unenforceable codes of ethics, by Mush out of Tosh. 

3 

In their private communions, though seldom in 

public, the more conscientious and unhappy variety of 

journalists commonly blame the woes of the craft 

upon the entrance into newspaper ownership of such 

opulent vacuums as Cyrus H. K. Curtis and the late 

Frank A. Munsey. As a result of the application of 

chain-store methods to journalism by these amiable 

Vandals there are fewer papers than there used to be, 

and the individual journalist is less important. All 

the multitudinous Hearst papers are substantially 

identical, and so are all the Scripps-Howard papers, 

and all the Curtis papers, and so were the Munsey 

papers in the great days of that pathetic man. There 

is little room, on the papers of such chains, for the 

young man who aspires to shine. Two-thirds of their 

contents are produced in great factories, and what 

remains is chiefly a highly standardized bilge. In the 

early days of Hearst, when he had only a few widely- 

scattered papers, his staffs were manned by men of 

great professional enterprise and cunning, and some 



26 PREJUDICES: SIXTH SERIES 

of them became celebrated in the craft, and even gen¬ 

erally. But now a Hearst paper, however inflamma¬ 

tory, is no more than a single unit in a long row of fill¬ 

ing-stations, and so it tends to attract only the duller 

and less picturesque sort of men. There is scarcely a 

Hearst managing editor to-day who amounts to any¬ 

thing professionally, or is heard of outside his own 

dung-hill. The platitudes of Brisbane and Dr. Frank 

Crane serve as pabulum for all of them. What they 

think is what the machines at the central factory think; 

what they do is determined by men they have never 

seen. So with the Scripps-Howard slaves, and the 

slaves of Cox, and those of Curtis, and all the rest. 

Their predecessors of a generation ago were gaudy 

adventurers, experimenters, artists; they themselves 

are golf-players, which is to say, blanks. They are 

well paid, but effectively knee-haltered. The rewards 

of their trade used to come in freedom, opportunity, 

the incomparable delights of self-expression; now they 

come in money. 

But the sweet goes with the bitter. The newspapers 

of to-day, though they may be as rigidly standardized 

as Uneeda biscuits, are at least solvent: they are no 

longer the paltry freebooters that they used to be. A 

Munsey, perhaps, is a jackass, but he is at least hon¬ 

est; no one seriously alleges that his papers are for 

sale; even the sinister Wall Street powers that Liber¬ 

als see in the background must get what they want out 
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of him by being polite to him, not by simply sending 

him orders. The old-timers, contemplating the ghastly 

spectacle of a New York Sun submerged in the Mun- 

sey swamp and an Evening Post descending from a 

Villard to a Curtis, forget conveniently how bad most 

of the papers they once worked for really were. In 

the town where I began there were five papers, and 

four of them were cheap, trashy, stupid and corrupt. 

They all played politics for what there was in it, and 

leaped obscenely every time an advertiser blew his 

nose. Every other American city of that era was full 

of such papers—dreadful little rags, venal, vulner¬ 

able and vile. Not a few of them made great preten¬ 

sions, and were accepted by a naive public as organs 

of the enlightenment. To-day, I believe, such journal¬ 

istic street-walkers are very rare. The consolidations 

that every old-timer deplores have accomplished at 

least one good thing: they have got the newspapers, 

in the main, out of the hands of needy men. When or¬ 

ders come from a Curtis or a Munsey to-day the man 

who gets them, though he may regard them as ill- 

advised and even as idiotic, is seldom in any doubt 

as to their good faith. He may execute them without 

feeling that he has been made an unwilling party to 

an ignominious barter. He is not condemned daily to 

acts whose true purpose he would not dare to put into 

words, even to himself. His predecessor, I believe, 

often suffered that dismaying necessity: he seldom 
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had any illusions about the bona fides of his boss. It 

took the whole force of his characteristic sentimental¬ 

ity to make him believe in his paper, and not in¬ 

frequently even that sentimentality was impotent 

without the aid of ethyl alcohol. 

Thus there is something to be said for the new 

newspaper Babbitts, as reluctant as every self-respect¬ 

ing journalist must be to say it. And in what is com¬ 

monly said against them there is not infrequently a 

certain palpable exaggeration and injustice. Are they 

responsible for the imbecile editorial policies of their 

papers, for the grotesque lathering of such mounte¬ 

banks as Coolidge and Mellon, for the general smug¬ 

ness and lack of intellectual enterprise that pervades 

American journalism? Perhaps they are. But do they 

issue orders that their papers shall be printed in 

blowsy, clumsy English? That they shall stand against 

every decent thing, and in favor of everything that is 

meretricious and ignoble? That they shall wallowT in 

trivialities, and manhandle important news? That 

their view of learning shall be that of a bartender? 

Has any newspaper proprietor ever issued orders that 

the funeral orgies of a Harding should be described 

in the language of a Tennessee revival? Or that help¬ 

less men, with the mob against them, should be pur¬ 

sued without fairness, decency or sense? I doubt it. 

I doubt, even, that the Babbitts turned Greeleys are 

responsible, in the last analysis, for the political rub- 
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bish that fills their papers—the preposterous anoint¬ 

ing of Coolidge, the craven yielding to such sinister 

forces as the Ku Klux Klan and the Anti-Saloon 

League, the incessant, humorless, degrading hymning 

of all sorts of rogues and charlatans. The average 

newspaper proprietor, I suspect, gets nine-tenths of his 

political ideas from his own men. In other words, he 

is such an ass that he believes political reporters, and 

especially his own political reporters. They have, he 

fancies, wide and confidential sources of information: 

their wisdom is a function of their prestige as his 

agents. What they tell him is, in the long run, what 

he believes, with certain inconsiderable corrections 

by professionals trying to work him. If only because 

they have confidential access to him day in and day 

out, they are able to introduce their own notions into 

his head. He may have their jobs in his hands, but 

they have his ears and eyes, so to speak, in theirs. 

Even the political garbage that emanates from 

Washington, and especially from the typewriters of 

the more eminent and puissant correspondents there 

resident, is seldom inspired, I am convinced, by or¬ 

ders from the Curtis or Munsey at home: its sources 

are rather to be sought in the professional deficiencies 

of the correspondents themselves—a class of men of 

almost incredible credulity. In other words, they are 

to be sought, not in the corruption and enslavement 

of the press, but in the incompetence of the press. The 
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average Washington correspondent, I believe, is hon¬ 

est enough, as honesty goes in the United States, 

though his willingness to do press work for the Na¬ 

tional Committees in campaign time and for other 

highly dubious agencies at other times is not to be for¬ 

gotten. What ails him mainly is that he is a man 

without sufficient force of character to resist the blan¬ 

dishments that surround him from the moment he 

sets foot in Washington. A few men, true enough, re¬ 

sist, and their papers, getting the benefit of it, become 

notable for their independence and intelligence, but 

the great majority succumb almost at once. A few 

months of associating with the gaudy magnificoes of 

the town, and they pick up its meretricious values, 

and are unable to distinguish men of sense and dig¬ 

nity from mountebanks. A few clumsy overtures from 

the White House, and they are rattled and undone. 

They come in as newspaper men, trained to get the 

news and eager to get it; they end as tin-horn states- 

. men, full of dark secrets and unable to write the 

truth if they tried. Here I spread no scandal and vio¬ 

late no confidence. The facts are familiar to every 

newspaper man in the United States. A few of the 

more intelligent managing editors, cynical of ever 

counteracting the effects of the Washington miasma, 

seek to evade them by frequently changing their men. 

But the average managing editor is too stupid to deal 

with such difficulties. He prints balderdash because 



JOURNALISM IN AMERICA 31 

he doesn’t know how to get anything better—perhaps, 

in many cases, because he doesn’t know‘that anything 

better exists. Drenched with propaganda at home, he 

is quite content to take more propaganda from Wash¬ 

ington. It is not that he is dishonest, but that he is 

stupid—and, being stupid, a coward. The resourceful¬ 

ness, enterprise and bellicosity that his job demands 

are simply not in him. He doesn’t wear himself out 

trying to get the news, as romance has it; he slides 

supinely into the estate and dignity of a golf-player. 

American journalism suffers from too many golf- 

players. They swarm in the Washington Press Gal¬ 

lery. They, and not their bosses, are responsible for 

most of the imbecilities that now afflict their trade. 

4 

The journalists of the United States will never get 

rid of those afflictions by putting the blame on Dives, 

and never by making speeches at one another in an¬ 

nual conventions, and never by drawing up codes of 

ethics that most of their brethren will infallibly laugh 

at, as a Congressman laughs at a gentleman. The job 

before them—that is, before the civilized minority of 

them—is to purge their trade before they seek to dig¬ 

nify it—to clean house before they paint the roof and 

raise a flag. Can the thing be done? It not only can be 

done; it has been done. There are at least a dozen 
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newspapers in the United States that already 6how a 

determined effort to get out of the old slough. Any 

managing editor in the land, if he has the will, can 

carry his own paper with them. He is under no com¬ 

pulsion, save rarely, to employ this or that hand; it is 

not often that owners, or even business managers, take 

any interest in that business, save to watch the pay¬ 

roll. Is his paper trifling, ill-informed, petty and un¬ 

fair? Is its news full of transparent absurdities? Are 

its editorials ignorant and without sense? Is it written 

in English full of cliches and vulgarities—English 

that would disgrace a manager of prize-fighters or a 

county superintendent of schools? Then the fault be¬ 

longs plainly, not to some remote man, but to the 

proximate man—to the man who lets such drivel go 

by. He could get better if he wanted it, you may be 

sure. There is in all history no record of a newspaper 

owner who complained because his paper was well- 

edited. And I know of no business manager who ob¬ 

jected when the complaints pouring in upon him, of 

misrepresentations, invasions of privacy, gross inac¬ 

curacies and other such nuisances, began to lighten. 

Not a few managing editors, as I say, are moving 

in the right direction. There has been an appreciable 

improvement, during the past dozen years, in the 

general tone of American newspapers. They are still 

full of preposterous blather, but they are measurably 

more accurate, I believe, than they used to be, and 
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some of them are better written. A number of them 

are less absurdly partisan, particularly in the smaller 

cities. Save in the South and in the remoter fastnesses 

of New England the old-time party organ has gone 

out of fashion. In the big cities the faithful hacks of 

the New York Tribune type have begun to vanish. 

With them has gone the old-time drunken reporter, 

and in his place is appearing a young fellow of better 

education, and generally finer metal. The uplifters 

of the craft try to make him increase, and to that end 

encourage schools of journalism. But these semi¬ 

naries, so far, show two palpable defects. On the one 

hand, they are seldom manned by men of any genu¬ 

ine professional standing, or of any firm notion of 

what journalism is about. On the other hand, they 

are nearly all too easy in their requirements for ad¬ 

mission. Probably half of them, indeed, are simply 

refuges for students too stupid to tackle the other pro¬ 

fessions. They offer snap courses, and they promise 

quick jobs. The result is that the graduates coming 

out of them are mainly second-raters—that young 

men and women issuing from the general arts courses 

make better journalistic material. 

What ails these schools of journalism is that they 

are not yet professional schools, but simply trade 

schools. Their like is to be found, not in the schools 

of medicine and law, but in the institutions that teach 

barbering, bookkeeping and scenario-writing. Obvi- 
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ously, the remedy for their general failure is to bor¬ 

row a leaf from the book of the medical men, and 

weed out the incompetents, not after they have fin¬ 

ished, but before they have begun. Twenty-five years 

ago any yokel who had got through the three R’s was 

free to study medicine in the United States. In three 

years, and sometimes in two years, he was turned out 

to practice upon his fellow hinds, and once he had 

his license it was a practical impossibility to challenge 

him. But now there is scarcely a medical school in 

the United States that does not demand a bachelor’s 

degree or its equivalent as a prerequisite to entrance, 

and the term of study in all of them is four years, and 

it must be followed by at least one year of hospital 

service. This reform was not achieved by passing 

laws against the old hedge schools: it was achieved 

simply by setting up the competition of good schools. 

The latter gradually elbowed the former out. Their 

graduates had immense advantages. They had pro¬ 

fessional prestige from the moment of their entrance 

into practice. The public quickly detected the differ¬ 

ence between them and their competitors from the 

surviving hedge schools. Soon the latter began to dis¬ 

integrate, and now all save a few of them have disap¬ 

peared. The medical men improved their profession 

by making it more difficult to become a medical man. 

To-day the thing is a practical impossibility to any 

young man who is not of genuine intelligence. 
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But at least two-thirds of the so-called schools of 

journalism still admit any aspirant who can make 

shift to read and write. The pedagogues who run them 

cannot be expected to devote much thought or money 

to improving them; they are in the position of the 

quacks who used to run the hedge medical schools. 

The impulse toward improvement, if it ever comes at 

all, .must come from the profession they presume to 

serve. Here is a chance for the editorial committees 

and societies of journalists that now spring up on all 

sides. Let them abandon their vain effort to frame 

codes of ethics and devote themselves to the nursery. 

If they can get together a committee on schools of 

journalism as wise and as bold as the Council on 

Medical Education of the American Medical Asso¬ 

ciation they will accomplish more in a few years than 

they can hope to accomplish with academic codes of 

ethics in half a century. 

All the rest will follow. The old fond theory, still 

surviving in many a newspaper office, that it is some¬ 

how discreditable for a reporter to show any sign of 

education and culture, that he is most competent and 

laudable when his intellectual baggage most closely 

approaches that of a bootlegger—this theory will fall 

before the competition of novices who have been ade¬ 

quately trained, and have more in their heads than 

their mere training. Journalism, compared to the 

other trades of literate men, is surely not unattrac- 
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tive, even to-day. It is more amusing than the army or 

the cloth, and it offers a better living at the start than 

either medicine or the law. There is a career in it for 

the young man of original mind and forceful personal¬ 

ity—a career leading to power and even to a sort of 

wealth. In point of fact, it has always attracted such 

young men, else it would be in an even lower state 

than it is now. It would attract a great many more of 

them if its public opinion were more favorable to 

them—if they were less harassed by the commands 

of professional superiors of no dignity, and the dis¬ 

like of fellows of no sense. Every time two of them 

are drawn in they draw another. The problem is to 

keep them. That is the central problem of journalism 

in the United States to-day. 

I seem to be in a mood for constructive criticism. 

Let me add one more pearl of wisdom before I with¬ 

draw. I put it in the form of a question. Suppose the 

shyster lawyers of every town organized a third-rate 

club, called it the Bar Association, took in any Pro¬ 

hibition agent or precinct politician who could raise 

the dues, and then announced publicly, from the 

Courthouse steps, that it represented the whole bar, 

and that membership in it was an excellent form of 

insurance—that any member who paid his dues would 

get very friendly consideration, if he ever got into 

trouble, from the town’s judges and district attorney. 

And suppose the decent lawyers of the town per- 
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mitted this preposterous pretension to go unchal¬ 

lenged—and some of them even gave countenance to 

it by joining the club. How long would the legal pro¬ 

fession in that town retain its professional honor and 

dignity? How many laymen, after two or three years, 

would have any respect left for any lawyer, even a 

judge? 

Yet the journalists of the United States permit that 

precise thing to go on under their noses. In almost 

every city of the country there is a so-called Press 

Club, and at least three-fourths of them are exactly 

like the hypothetical Bar Association that I have de¬ 

scribed. They are run by newspaper men of the worst 

type—many of them so incompetent and disreputable 

that they cannot even get jobs on newspapers. They 

take the money of all the town grafters and rascals 

on the pretense that newspaper favors go with its re¬ 

ceipt. They are the resorts of idlers and blackmailers. 

They are nuisances and disgraces. Yet in how many 

towns have they been put down? In how many towns 

do the decent newspaper men take any overt action 

against them? My proposal is very simple. I propose 

that they be shut up, East, West, North and South, be¬ 

fore anything more is said about codes of newspaper 

ethics. 



II. FROM THE MEMOIRS OF A SUB¬ 

JECT OF THE UNITED STATES 

1 

Government by Bounder OF government, at least in democratic states, it 

may be said .briefly that it is an agency en¬ 

gaged wholesale, and as a matter of solemn 

duty, in the performance of acts which all self- 

respecting individuals refrain from as a matter of 

common decency. The American newspapers supply 

examples every day, chiefly issuing out of Federal 

tribunals, judicial and administrative. The whole 

process of the Federal law, indeed, becomes a process 

of bounderism. Its catchpolls are not policemen, in 

any rational and ordinary sense, but simply sneaks 

and scoundrels with their eyes glued eternally to 

knot-holes. Imagine a man of ordinary decency dis¬ 

covering his son reading an account of the proceed¬ 

ings against the once celebrated Lady Cathcart, now 

happily forgotten? Would his exposition of the case 

take the form of patriotic hallelujahs, or would he 

caution the boy that such things are not done by gen- 
38 
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tlemen? No wonder the teaching of patriotism in the 

Republic is being handed over to virgin schoolma’ms, 

who know of honor only as an anatomical matter! The 

business becomes too difficult for men who must face 

their fellow-men daily, and therewith the ancient 

prejudices of the race. Those prejudices, for unnum¬ 

bered centuries, have run against the man who mouths 

the frailties of a fair one in the market-place. But 

the commission of Uncle Sam, it appears, repeals that 

obligation of elemental honor, as it repeals every 

other. One sworn to uphold the Constitution becomes 

straightway a licentiate in swinishness, with a man¬ 

date to examine the female guests of the nation pub¬ 

licly, and to denounce all who are not virgo intacta. 
This mandate covers not only the lowly ruffians told 

off to guard the ports, but also magnificoes of min¬ 

isterial rank. The Cabinet of a great Christian nation 

meets behind locked doors to perform a business 

which, if done by an honest Elk, would bring his 

board of governors together to kick him out. 

If such obscenities were rare one might set them 

down to moral profit and loss, and so try to forget 

them. But they happen every day. If a Cathcart case 

is not on the front pages, then a Whitney case or a 

Kollontai case is there. And day in and day out the 

newspapers are filled with the revolting muckeries of 

Prohibition agents, and their attendant district at¬ 

torneys and judges. The whole trend of American leg- 
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islation, and with it of jurisprudence, seems to be to¬ 

ward such ideas of dignity and decency as prevail in 

remote and forlorn country villages, among the hu¬ 

man debris of Puritanism. A court of justice, once a 

place where the state intervened to curb the savagery 

of the strong, is now an arena of savagery both cruel 

and cynical. The notion seems to be that any device 

of deceit or brutality is fair, so long as it helps to fill 

the jails. The government, through its authorized 

agents, sets itself deliberately to lure men into so- 

called crime, and then punishes them mercilessly for 

succumbing. Is there such a thing as a contrat so¬ 
cial? Then certainly it is getting heavy blows in the 

Federal Union. For if it is not based upon the ex¬ 

pectation that one citizen will treat another with com¬ 

mon decency, it is based upon nothing more than a 

shadow—and that expectation is fast becoming vain 

among us. The natural confidence that every man 

should have in his fellows—that they will not hit be¬ 

low the belt, that they will not abuse his natural trust, 

that he may rely upon them, in a given situation, to 

act according to the principles of fair-play prevailing 

immemorially among civilized men—this confidence, 

when it touches American officialdom, has no longer 

any basis in fact. The government, under the Volstead 

Act, is a spy and a snitcher, just as, under the Immi¬ 

gration Act, it is a brute and blackguard, and under 

the Alien Property Act, a common thief. 
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Obviously, such things cannot go on without hav¬ 

ing profound effects upon the general American char¬ 

acter. A government, though it may he worse than the 

average man it governs, is still made up of just such 

average men. If, by some process of legal decay, it is 

set to disgusting acts, then the consequence must be 

that, in the long run, they will become less disgusting. 

How the business has worked in other lands has been 

displayed with much snuffling by specialists in Amer¬ 

icanism; unfortunately, they seem to show no interest 

in the phenomena when it is repeated at home. I have 

spoken of the father with a son ripe for instruction in 

the traditional decencies. Unfecund myself, I can 

only imagine his difficulties, but it must be obvious 

that they are serious. How, indeed, is he to interpret 

such an inescapable transaction as the Cathcart up¬ 

roar? Is it his duty to tell his son that gentlemen set 

their dogs upon loose women? Or is it his duty to say 

that the United States is not a gentleman—nay, not 

even a decent thug? 

Such doings, it seems to me, flow quite naturally out 

of the democratic theory. It holds, imprimis, that cads 

make just as good governors as civilized and self- 

respecting men, and it holds, secundo, that the no¬ 

tions of propriety and decency held by the mob are 

good enough for the state, and ought, in fact, to have 

the force of law. Thus it becomes increasingly difficult 

to be a good American, as the thing is officially de- 
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fined, and remain what all the other peoples of the 

world regard as a good citizen—that is, one who 

views the acts and ideas of his fellows with a tolerant 

and charitable eye, and wishes them to be free and 

happy. The whole tendency of American law, in this 

day, is to put down happiness wherever it is encoun¬ 

tered, and the mores of the land march with the law. 

The doctrine seems to be that it is the highest duty 

of the citizen to police his fellows. What they natu¬ 

rally want to do is precisely what they must be kept 

from doing. To this business a large and increasing 

class of professional snouters and smellers addresses 

itself. How many noses it can muster, God only 

knows, but the number must be immensely large. In 

the single State of Ohio, with the Anti-Saloon 

League in the saddle, there are certainly at least five 

thousand, and every prowling village deacon and 

petty urban blackmailer is free to join the force as 

a volunteer. And in more civilized regions, where pub¬ 

lic opinion, even in the mob, runs against such putrid¬ 

ities, the Federal government supplies the scoundrels. 

This antagonism between democratic Puritanism 

and common decency is inherent in the nature of the 

two things, and leads to conflicts in all so-called “free” 

countries, but it is only in the United States that it has 

reached the stage of open and continuous war, with 

Puritanism sweeping the field and common decency 

in flight. Thus life in the Republic grows increasingly 
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uncomfortable to men of the more urbane and seemly 

sort, and, despite the great material prosperity of the 

country, the general stock of happiness probably di¬ 

minishes steadily. For the thing that makes us en¬ 

joy the society of our fellows is not admiration of 

their inner virtues but delight in their outward man¬ 

ners. It is not enough that they are headed for heaven, 

and will sit upon the right hand of God through all 

eternity; it is also necessary that they be polite, gen¬ 

erous, and, above all, trustworthy. We must have con¬ 

fidence in them in order to get any pleasure out of 

associating with them. We must be sure that they will 

not do unto us as we should refuse, even for cash in 

hand, to do unto them. It is the tragedy of the Puri¬ 

tan that he can never inspire this confidence in his 

fellow-men. He is by nature a pedant in ethics, and 

hence he is by nature a mucker. With the best of in¬ 

tentions he cannot rid himself of the belief that it is 

his duty to save us from our follies—i. e., from all 

the non-puritanical acts and whimsies that make life 

charming. His duty to let us be happy takes second, 

third or fourth place. A Puritan cannot be tolerant— 

and with tolerance goes magnanimity. The late Dr. 

Woodrow Wilson was a typical Puritan—of the bet¬ 

ter sort, perhaps, for he at least toyed with the am¬ 

bition to appear as a gentleman, but nevertheless a 

true Puritan. Magnanimity was simply beyond him. 

Confronted, on his death-bed, with the case of poor 
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old Debs, all his instincts compelled him to keep Debs 

in jail. I daresay that, as a purely logical matter, he 

saw clearly that the old fellow ought to be turned 

loose; certainly he must have known that Washing¬ 

ton would not have hesitated, or Lincoln. But Cal¬ 

vinism triumphed as his intellectual faculties de¬ 

cayed. In the full bloom of health, with a plug hat 

on his head, he aped the gentry of his wistful adora¬ 

tion very cleverly, but lying in bed, stripped like 

Thackeray’s Louis XIV, he reverted to his congenital 

Puritanism, which is to say, bounderism. 

Of such sort are the grand seigneurs of the na¬ 

tion—the custodians of its dignity and honor. They 

speak for it to the world. They set the tone of the na¬ 

tional life at home. Is there any widespread mur¬ 

muring against them? I wish I could report that there 

was, but I see no sign of it. Instead, there seems to be 

only a resigned sort of feeling that nothing can be 

done about it—that the swinishness of government lies 

in the very nature of things, and so cannot be changed. 

Even the popular discontent with Prohibition is not a 

discontent with its sneaking and knavishness—its 

wholesale turning loose of licensed blacklegs and 

blackmailers, its appalling degradation of the judi¬ 

ciary, its corruption of Congress, its disingenuous in¬ 

vasion of the Bill of Rights. What is complained of is 

simply the fact that Scotch is dubious and costs too 

much. As bootlegging grows more efficient, I suppose, 



MEMOIRS OF A SUBJECT 45 

even that complaint will sink to a whisper, perhaps in 

the form of a snigger. Of any forthright grappling 

with the underlying indecency there is little show. It 

would be difficult, in most American communities, to 

get signers for even the most academic protest against 

it. .The American, played upon for years by a stream 

of jackass legislation, takes refuge in frank skulking. 

He first dodges the laws, and then he dodges the duty 

of protesting against them. His life becomes a process 

of sneaking through back-alleys, watching over one 

shoulder for the cop and over the other for his neigh¬ 

bor. Thus a-tremble (and with a weather eye open 

for Bolsheviks, atheists and loose women), he serves 

the high oath that government of the people, by the 

people, and for the people shall not perish from the 

earth. 

2 

Constructive Proposal 

A mood of constructive criticism being upon me, I 

propose forthwith that the method of choosing legis¬ 

lators now prevailing in the United States be aban¬ 

doned and that the method used in choosing juries be 

substituted. That is to say, I propose that the men who 

make our laws be chosen by chance and against their 

will, instead of by fraud and against the will of all 
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the rest of us, as now. But isn’t the jury system itself 

imperfect? Isn’t it occasionally disgraced by gross 

abuse and scandal? Then so is the system of justice 

devised and ordained by the Lord God Himself. 

Didn’t He assume that the Noachian Deluge would be 

a lasting lesson to sinful humanity—that it would 

put an end to all manner of crime and wickedness, 

and convert mankind into a race of Methodists? And 

wasn’t Noah himself, its chief beneficiary, lying 

drunk, naked and uproarious within a year after the 

ark landed on Ararat? All I argue for the jury sys¬ 

tem, invented by man, is that it is measurably better 

than the scheme invented by God. It has its failures 

and its absurdities, its abuses and its corruptions, but 

taking one day with another it manifestly works. It is 

not the fault of juries that so many murderers go un¬ 

whipped of justice, and it is not the fault of juries 

that so many honest men are harassed by preposter¬ 

ous laws. The juries find the gunmen guilty: it is the 

judges higher up who deliver them from the noose, 

and turn them out to resume their butcheries. It is 

from judges again, and not from juries, that Vol- 

steadian padlocks issue, and all the other devices for 

making a mock of the Bill of Rights. Are juries oc¬ 

casionally sentimental? Then let us not forget that it 

was their sentimentality, in the Eighteenth Century, 

that gradually forced a measure of decency and jus¬ 

tice into the English Criminal Law. It was a jury that 
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blocked the effort of the Department of Justice to rail¬ 

road Senator Wheeler to prison on false charges. It 

was another jury that detected and baffled the same 

Department’s perjurers in the O’Leary case, during 

the late war. And it was yet another jury that deliv¬ 

ered the eminent Fatty Arbuckle from what was, per¬ 

haps, the most disingenuous and outrageous perse¬ 

cution ever witnessed in a civilized land. 

Would any American Legislature, or Congress it¬ 

self, have resisted the vast pressure of the bureau¬ 

cracy in these cases? To ask the question is to answer 

it. The dominant character of every legislative body 

ever heard of, at least in this great free Republic, is 

precisely its susceptibility to such pressure. It not 

only leaps when the bureaucracy cracks the whip; it 

also leaps to the whip-cracking of scores of extra- 

legal (and often, indeed, i/legal) agencies. The Anti- 

Saloon League, despite its frequent disasters, is still 

so powerful everywhere that four legislators out of 

five obey it almost instinctively. When it is flouted, 

as has happened in a few States under an adverse 

pressure yet more powerful, the thing is marvelled at 

as a sort of miracle. The bureaucracy itself is sel¬ 

dom flouted at all. When it is in a moral mood, and 

heaving with altruistic sobs, the thing simply never 

happens. Is it argued that Congress has nevertheless 

defied it, and Dr. Coolidge with it? Then the argu¬ 

ment comes from persons whose studies of Washing- 
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ton pathology have been very superficial. At least 

nine-tenths of the idiocies advocated by Dr. Coolidge 

and his highly dubious friends have been swallowed 

by both Houses with no more than a few reflex gags. 

Even the celebrated Warren appointment was de¬ 

feated in the Senate by only a few votes—and the 

few votes were delivered, as connoisseurs will recall, 

by a process indistinguishable from an act of God. 

It is my contention that a jury of plain men, issuing 

unwilling from their plumbing-shops and grocery- 

stores and eager to get back to work, would have re¬ 

jected Warren without leaving their box, and that the 

same jury, confronted by such things as the World 

Court imbecility, would dispose of them just as 

quickly. 

Why were the learned Senators so much less intel¬ 

ligent and so much less resolute? For a plain reason. 

Fully two-thirds of them were not thinking of Warren 

as they voted; they were thinking of their jobs. The 

problem before them was not whether elevating the 

preposterous Warren was a reasonable and laudable 

measure, likely to benefit and glorify the United 

States, but whether voting for Warren would aug¬ 

ment or diminish their chance of reelection. In other 

words, they were not free agents, and in consequence 

not honest men. They had sought their jobs on their 

bellies, and they were eager to keep them, even at the 

cost of groveling on their bellies again. Say the worst 
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you can say against a box of twelve jurymen, and you 

can never say that. Not one among them sought his 

job. Not one among them wants to keep it. The busi¬ 

ness before them presents itself as a public duty to 

be done, not as an opportunity for private advantage. 

They are eager only to get it done decently, and go 

home. 

So my proposal is that our Legislatures be chosen 

as our juries are now chosen—that the names of all 

the men eligible in each assembly district be put into 

a hat (or, if no hat can be found that is large enough, 

into a bathtub), and that a blind moron, preferably of 

tender years, be delegated to draw out one. Let the 

constituted catchpolls then proceed swiftly to this 

man’s house, and take him before he can get away. 

Let him be brought into court forthwith, and put un¬ 

der a stupendous bond to serve as elected, and if he 

cannot furnish the bond, let him be kept until the ap¬ 

pointed day in the nearest jail. 

The advantages that this system would offer are so 

vast and so obvious that I hesitate to venture into the 

banality of rehearsing them. It would, in the first 

place, save the commonwealth the present excessive 

cost of elections, and make political campaigns un¬ 

necessary. It would, in the second place, get rid of all 

the heart-burnings that now flow out of every contest 

at the polls, and block the reprisals and charges of 

fraud that now issue from the heart-burnings. It 
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would, in the third place, fill all the State Legislatures 

with men of a peculiar and unprecedented cast of 

mind—men actually convinced that public service is 

a public burden, and not merely a private snap. And 

it would, in the fourth and most important place, com¬ 

pletely dispose of the present degrading knee-bending 

and trading in votes, for nine-tenths of the legislators, 

having got into office unwillingly, would be eager only 

to finish their duties and go home, and even those 

who acquired a taste for the life would be unable to 

do anything to increase the probability, even by one 

chance in a million, of their reelection. 

The disadvantages of the plan are very few, and 

most of them, I believe, yield readily to analysis. Do 

I hear argument that a miscellaneous gang of tin- 

roofers, delicatessen dealers and retired bookkeep¬ 

ers, chosen by hazard, would lack the vast knowledge 

of public affairs needed by makers of laws? Then I 

can only answer (a) that no such knowledge is actu¬ 

ally necessary, and (b) that few, if any, of the ex¬ 

isting legislators possess it. The great majority of 

public problems, indeed, are quite simple, and any 

man may be trusted to grasp their elements in ten 

days who may be—and is—trusted to unravel the ob¬ 

fuscations of two gangs of lawyers in the same time. 

In this department the so-called expertness of so- 

called experts is largely imaginary. The masters of 

the tariff who sit at Washington know little about the 



MEMOIRS OF A SUBJECT 51 

fundamental philosophy of protection, and care less; 

the subject, if discussed on the floor, would send the 

whole House flying to the Capitol bootleggers. The 

knowledge that these frauds are full of is simply 

knowledge of how many votes an extra ten cents on 

aluminum dishpans may be counted on producing, and 

how much the National Association of Brass Cuspi¬ 

dor Manufacturers deserves to be given for its cam¬ 

paign contribution of $10,000. Such is the science of 

the tariff as it is practiced by the professors who now 

flourish. It is my contention that a House of malt-and- 

hop dealers, garage mechanics and trolley conductors, 

brought in by the common hangman, would deal with 

the question with quite as much knowledge, and with 

a great deal more honesty. It might make mistakes, 

but it would not, at least, be pledged to them in ad¬ 

vance. Some of its members might sell out, but 

there would remain, at worst, a workable minority of 

honest men. 

The tariff, in any case, is no longer an issue. 

Neither are most of the other great politico-econom¬ 

ical puzzles that harassed the statesmen of an elder 

day. They have all been solved; the two great parties 

agree upon them, with a few wild fellows dissenting. 

But as economics and finance go out, morals come in. 

The legislation of to-day is chiefly made up of quack 

cure-alls, invented by fanatics and supported by the 

bureaucracy. Well, I ask you what sort of Legislature 
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is the more likely to swallow these cure-alls: one 

made up of professionals eager to hold their jobs, or 

one made up of amateurs eager only to get rid of 

their jobs? 

My scheme would have the capital merit, if it had 

no other, of barring the professionals from the game. 

They would lose their present enormous advantages 

as a class, and so their class would tend to disappear. 

Would that be a disservice to the state? Certainly 

not. On the contrary, it would be a service of the first 

magnitude, for the worst curse of democracy, as we 

suffer under it to-day, is that it makes public office a 

monopoly of a palpably inferior and ignoble group 

of men. They have to abase themselves in order to get 

it, and they have to keep on abasing themselves in 

order to hold it. The fact reflects itself in their gen¬ 

eral character, which is obviously low. They are men 

congenitally capable of ignoble acts, else they would 

not have got into public life at all. There are, of 

course, exceptions to that rule among them, but how 

many? What I contend is simply that the number of 

such exceptions is bound to be smaller in the class of 

professional job-seekers than it is in any other class, 

or in the population in general. What I contend, sec¬ 

ond, is that choosing legislators from that population, 

by chance, would reduce immensely the proportion 

of such crawling, slimy men in the halls of legislation, 

and that the effects would be instantly visible in a 
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great improvement in the justice and reasonableness 

of the laws. 

Are juries ignorant? Then they are still intelligent 

enough to be entrusted with your life and mine. Are 

they venal? Then they are still honest enough to take 

our fortunes into their hands. Such is the fundamental 

law of the Germanic peoples, and it has worked for 

nearly a thousand years. I have launched my pro¬ 

posal that it be extended upward and onward, and 

the mood of constructive criticism passes from me. 

My plan belongs to any reformer who cares to lift it. 

3 

The Nature of Government 

What ails the world mainly, at least in the political 

sense, is that its governments are too strong. It has 

been a recurrent pest since the dawn of civilization. 

Government is always depicted, in the orthodox texts, 

as the creation of the people governed; the theory is 

that they created it in order to secure their own safety 

and promote their daily business. But no Professor 

Oppenheimer was needed to demonstrate that it is 

really something imposed from without, or, at all 

events, the heir and assign of something imposed 

from without. Its interests and those of the people it 

governs are the same only occasionally, and then usu¬ 

ally accidentally. True enough, it must sometimes 
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throw them bones, and even whole beefsteaks, lest 

they grow desperate and attempt to destroy it, but 

such concessions are always made grudgingly, and 

withdrawn very promptly the moment it looks safe. 

The history of the United States would make all 

this plain enough, if that history were studied realisti¬ 

cally. Consider, for example, the matter of liberty. 

The American people profess to esteem liberty very 

highly—so highly, in fact, that their common talk 

about it seems somewhat lyrical and excessive to the 

people of most other nations. They seem to believe 

that there is more of it on tap in the Republic than 

anywhere else on earth—that the Republic was actu¬ 

ally founded for the sole purpose of giving it to them. 

Yet it must be obvious that their hold upon it is al¬ 

ways precarious, and that their government tries to 

take it away from them whenever possible—not com¬ 

pletely, perhaps, but always substantially. That gov¬ 

ernment resisted their demand for it at the very start, 

and yielded only after a very severe struggle. The Bill 

of Rights was not in the original Constitution; it got 

in only as amendments. Ever since then, at every op¬ 

portunity, the government has tried to weaken it. Here 

parties and personalities count for very little. The 

most successful raids upon the Bill of Rights so far 

recorded were made by Abraham Lincoln, a Repub¬ 

lican and the spokesmen (in theory) of the inferior 

man, and by Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat and the 
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agent of what passes, in the United States, for an aris¬ 

tocracy. 

The men who constitute the government always try 

to make it appear, of course, that they carry on their 

activities in a patriotic and altruistic way—in brief, 

that they are full of public spirit. But that preten¬ 

sion deceives no one, not even Homo boobiens. The 

average man, whatever his errors otherwise, at least 

sees clearly that the government is something lying 

outside him and outside the generality of his fellow 

men—that it is a separate, independent and often 

hostile power, only partly under his control, and cap¬ 

able, on occasion, of doing him great harm. In his 

romantic moments, he may think of it as a benevolent 

father or even as a sort of jinn or god, but he never 

thinks of it as part of himself. In times of trouble he 

looks to it to perform miracles for his benefit; at 

other times he sees it as an enemy with which he must 

do constant battle. Is it a fact of no significance that 

robbing the government is everywhere regarded as a 

crime of less magnitude than robbing an individual, 

or even a corporation? In the United States to-day it 

is punished only when it is complicated by some sec¬ 

ondary, and, in the public judgment, worse offense— 

for example, depriving crippled war veterans of their 

lawful relief. Otherwise, it carries a smaller penalty 

and infinitely less odium than acts that are intrinsi¬ 

cally trivial—for example, spitting on the sidewalk or 
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marrying two wives. None of the thieves who robbed 

the government at Hog Island during the war has ever 

gone to jail. The airship contractors, though they 

made off with nearly a billion dollars, are still all 

at large. So are all the camp contractors. More, the 

man who broke up the feeble and abortive effort to 

punish these scoundrels—who denounced that effort 

as, in some mysterious way, an attentat against pub¬ 

lic morality—that man is now first in succession to the 

presidency of the Republic. His indignation plainly 

had public sentiment behind it. He was and is an ac¬ 

complished professor of the mind of man under 

democracy. 

Other politicians, less gifted in that science, often 

take the other side, and so come to grief. They as¬ 

sume absurdly that the public conscience is opposed 

to robbing the government, and try to climb into pop¬ 

ularity and high office by pursuing the gay fellows 

who do it. The attempt almost always fails. The great 

masses of the plain people, true enough, enjoy the 

chase, as they enjoy, indeed, any chase. The damn¬ 

ing evidence, as it unrolls, delights them; they devour 

every accusation, however ill supported. But it usu¬ 

ally turns out in the end that they do not care to eat 

the game. The minute the evidence is all in they lose 

interest; there is no demand from them for the jail¬ 

ing of the accused. On the contrary, they sympathize 

with the accused, and show it actively when the time 



MEMOIRS OF A SUBJECT 57 

comes to supply conscripts for the trial jury. Perhaps 

the safest men in the whole United States to-day are 

the gentlemen who have been indicted for robbing the 

government. Every such indictment is a sort of policy 

of insurance against going to jail. 

What lies behind all this, I believe, is a deep sense 

of the fundamental antagonism between the govern¬ 

ment and the people it governs. It is apprehended, not 

as a committee of citizens chosen to carry on the com¬ 

munal business of the whole population, but as a 

separate and autonomous corporation, mainly de¬ 

voted to exploiting the population for the benefit of 

its own members. Robbing it is thus an act almost de¬ 

void of infamy—an exploit rather resembling those 

of Robin Hood and the eminent pirates of tradition. 

When a private citizen is robbed a worthy man is de¬ 

prived of the fruits of his industry and thrift; when 

the government is robbed the worst that happens is 

that certain rogues and loafers have less money to 

play with than they had before. The notion that they 

have earned that money is never entertained; to most 

men it would seem extremely ludicrous. They are 

simply rascals who, by accidents of law, have a some¬ 

what dubious right to a share in the earnings of their 

fellowmen. When that share is diminished by private 

enterprise the business is, on the whole, far more 

laudable than not. 

The average man, when he pays taxes, certainly 
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does not believe that he is making a prudent and pro¬ 

ductive investment of his money; on the contrary, he 

feels that he is being mulcted in an excessive amount 

for services that, in the main, are useless to him, and 

that, in substantial part, are downright inimical to 

him. He may he convinced that a police force, say, 

is necessary for the protection of his life and prop¬ 

erty, and that an army and navy safeguard him from 

being reduced to slavery by some vague foreign 

kaiser, but even so he views these things as extrav¬ 

agantly expensive—he sees in even the most essential 

of them an agency for making it easier for the ex¬ 

ploiters constituting the government to rob him. The 

policeman, in fact, is his symbol for a thief. The army 

and navy, as he sees them, are blankets for mere dis¬ 

play, ostentation and waste—of his hard-earned 

money. The rest of the government is purely preda¬ 

tory and useless; he believes that he gets no more 

benefit from its vast and costly operations than he 

gets from the money he lends to his wife’s brother. It 

is a power that stands over him constantly, ever alert 

for new chances to squeeze him. If it could do so 

safely it would strip him to his hide. If it leaves him 

anything at all, it is simply prudentially, as a farmer 

leaves a hen some of her eggs. 

Thus he sees nothing wrong, in the sense that rob¬ 

bing a neighbor is wrong to him, in turning the tables 

upon it whenever the opportunity offers. When he 
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steals anything from it he is only recovering his own, 

with fair interest and a decent profit. Two gangs thus 

stand confronted: on the one hand the gang of drones 

and exploiters constituting the government, and on 

the other hand the body of prehensile and enterpris¬ 

ing citizens. The latter is certainly not made up ex¬ 

clusively, as the Liberals and other such romantics 

seem to think, of bankers, railroad stockholders, great 

industrialists and other such magnificoes. There is 

plenty of room in it for more lowly men, if only they 

have the courage to horn in. During the late war all 

the union men of the nation, by pooling their strength 

and so dispersing the risk, made,a magnificent and 

successful effort to get their share: they stole almost 

as much, ir* all probability, as the dollar-a-year men. 

And when the war was over the soldiers, deprived of 

their chance while the going was good, demanded it 

belatedly. The chief argument for the bonus was not 

that the veterans of the war had leaped gallantly to 

the defense of democracy, for at least two-thirds of 

them, as everyone knows, tried their best to evade 

service. The chief argument was that they were forced 

into the army against their will and in violation of 

their private interests—that they didn’t get their fair 

chance at the loot. They did not demand the punish¬ 

ment of those who looted while they served; they only 

demanded a rectification of the injustice which kept 

them honest themselves. 
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The difference between the two gangs—of profes¬ 

sionals and of amateurs—is that the former has law 

on its side, and so enjoys an unfair advantage. Worse, 

it makes the very laws it profits by. Yet worse, it con¬ 

trols all the agencies which execute them, including 

the courts. The other gang is almost unarmored. The 

government is always able, when it happens to be so 

disposed, to single out a few of its ring-leaders and 

clap them into jail. Such proceedings, of course, are 

unpopular, but they are nevertheless possible. But the 

government gang is well-nigh immune to punishment. 

Its worst extortions, even when they are baldly for 

private profit, carry no certain penalties under our 

laws. Since the first days of the Republic less than a 

dozen of its members have been impeached, and only 

a few obscure understrappers have ever been put 

into prison. The number of men sitting at Atlanta 

and Leavenworth for revolting against the extortions 

of the government is always ten times as great as the 

number of government officials condemned for op¬ 

pressing the tax-payers to their own gain. Thus the 

combat which goes on is not unlike that between the 

Anti-Saloon League and the bootleggers. The Anti- 

Saloon League, it must be manifest, is quite as crim¬ 

inal as the bootleggers; it devotes itself professionally 

to violating the Bill of Rights; its kept judges have 

pretty well disposed of all the constitutional guar¬ 

antees of the citizen. But its control of the govern- 
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ment puts it above the law. Its agents, on and off the 

bench, commit their crimes almost unmolested; only 

one of them, in fact, has ever got into jail—and that 

was by a sort of accident. 

But public opinion is mainly on the side of the 

bootleggers. They represent, in the combat, the plain 

man, eternally oppressed and robbed by his over- 

lords. In their popularity is to be seen the first glim¬ 

mers of a revolt that must one day shake the world 

—a revolt, not against this or that form of govern¬ 

ment, but against the tyranny at the bottom of all 
government. Government, to-day, is growing too strong 

to be safe. There are no longer any citizens in the 

world; there are only subjects. They work day in and 

day out for their masters; they are bound to die for 

their masters at call. Out of this working and dying 

they tend to get less and less. On some bright to¬ 

morrow, a geological epoch or two hence, they will 

come to the end of their endurance, and then such 

newspapers as survive will have a first-page story well 

worth its black headlines. 

4 

Freudian Footnote 

That the life of man is a struggle and an agony 

was remarked by the Brisbanes and Dr. Frank Cranes 
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of the remotest antiquity. The earliest philosophers 

busied themselves with the fact, and so did the earliest 

poets. It runs like a Leitmotif through the literature 

of the Greeks and the Jews alike. “Vanity of van¬ 

ities,” saith the Preacher, “vanity of vanities; all is 

vanity!” “0 ye deathward-going tribes of men,” 

chants Sophocles, “what do your lives mean except 

that they go to nothingness?” But not placidly, not 

unresistingly, not without horrible groans and gur¬ 

gles. Man is never honestly the fatalist, nor even the 

stoic. He fights his fate, often desperately. He is for¬ 

ever entering bold exceptions to the rulings of the 

bench of gods. This fighting, no doubt, makes for hu¬ 

man progress, for it favors the strong and the brave. 

It also makes for beauty, for lesser men try to es¬ 

cape from a hopeless and intolerable world by creat¬ 

ing a more lovely one of their own. Poetry, as every 

one knows, is a means to that end—facile, and hence 

popular. The aim of poetry is to give a high and 

voluptuous plausibility to what is palpably not true. 

I offer the Twenty-third Psalm as an example: “The 

Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” It is im¬ 

mensely esteemed by the inmates of almshouses, and 

by gentlemen waiting to be hanged. I have to limit my 

own reading of it, avoiding soft and yielding moods, 

for I too, in my way, am a gentleman waiting to be 

hanged, as you are. If the air were impregnated with 

poetry, as it is with carbon in Pittsburgh, and alcohol 
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in Hoboken, N. J., and stale incense in Boston, the 

world would be a more comfortable and caressing 

place, but the service of the truth would be neglected. 

The truth is served by prose. The aim of prose is not 

to conceal the facts, but to display them. It is thus 

apt to be harsh and painful. All that the philosophers 

and metaphysicians of the world have accomplished, 

grinding away in their damp cells since man became 

cryptococcygeal, is to prove that Homo sapiens and 

Equus asinus are brothers under their skins. As for 

the more imaginative prosateurs, they have pretty 

well confined themselves, since the earliest beginnings 

of their craft, to the lugubrious chronicle of man’s 

struggle and defeat. I know of no first-rate novel that 

hasn’t this theme. In all of them, from “Don Quix¬ 

ote” to “The Brothers Karamazov” and from “Vanity 

Fair” to “McTeague,” we are made privy to the 

agonies of a man resisting his destiny, and getting 

badly beaten. 

The struggle is always the same, but in its details 

it differs in different ages. There was a time, I be¬ 

lieve, when it was mainly a combat between the nat¬ 

ural instincts of the individual and his yearning to 

get into Heaven. That was an unhealthy time, for 

throttling the instincts is almost as deleterious as 

breathing bad air: it makes for an unpleasant clam¬ 

miness. The Age of Faith, seen in retrospect, looks 

somehow pale and puffy: one admires its saints and 
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anchorites without being conscious of any very ac¬ 

tive desire to shake hands with them and smell them. 

To-day the yearning to get into Heaven is in abeyance, 

at least among the vast majority of humankind, and 

so the ancient struggle takes a new form. In the main, 

it is a struggle of man with society—a conflict be¬ 

tween his desire to be respected and his impulse to 

follow his own bent. It seems to me that society usu¬ 

ally wins. There are, to be sure, free spirits in the 

world, but their freedom, in the last analysis, is not 

much greater than that of a canary in a cage. They 

may leap from perch to perch; they may bathe and 

guzzle at their will; they may flap their wings and 

sing. But they are still in the cage, and soon or late 

it conquers them. What was once a great itch for long 

flights and the open spaces is gradually converted into 

a fading memory and nostalgia, sometimes stimu¬ 

lating but more often merely blushful. The free man, 

made in God’s image, is converted into a Freudian 

case. 

Such Freudian cases swarm in modern society; 

they are hidden in all sorts of unexpected places. Ob¬ 

serving a Congressman, one sees only a gross and re¬ 

volting shape, with dull eyes and prehensile hands. 

But under that preposterous mask there may be yearn¬ 

ings, and some of them may be of high voltage and 

laudable delicacy. There are Congressmen, I have no 

doubt, who regret their lost honor, as women often 
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do in the films. Tossing in their beds on hot, sticky 

Washington nights, their gizzards devoured by bad 

liquor, they may lament the ruin that the service of 

Demos has brought to their souls. For Congressmen, 

despite their dishonorable trade, are exactly like the 

rest of us at bottom, and respond to the same bio- 

genetic laws. In infancy they go to Sunday-school. 

Passing through adolescence, they are idealists, and 

dream of saving the world. Come to young manhood, 

they suffer the purifying pangs of love. The impulse 

to seek political preferment, when it arises in them, 

is not always, nor primarily, an impulse to grab some¬ 

thing, to victimize and exploit the rest of us. That 

comes later: even Penrose and Roosevelt started out 

as altruists and reformers. But the rules of the game 

run one way, and common honesty and common de¬ 

cency run another. There comes a time when the can¬ 

didate must surrender either his ideals or his aspi¬ 

rations. If he is in Congress it is a sign that he has 

preserved the latter. 

Democracy produces swarms of such men, in pol¬ 

itics and on other planes, and their secret shames and 

sorrows, I believe, are largely responsible for the gen¬ 

erally depressing tone of democratic society. Old 

Freud, living in a more urbane and civilized world, 

paid too little heed to that sort of repression. He as¬ 

sumed fatuously that what was repressed was always, 

or nearly always, something intrinsically discredi- 
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table, or, at all events, anti-social—for example, the 

natural impulse to neck a pretty woman, regardless 

of her husband’s protests. But under democracy that 

is only half the story. The democrat with a yearning 

to shine before his fellows must not only repress all 

the common varieties of natural wickedness; he must 

also repress many of the varieties of natural de¬ 

cency. His impulse to speak his mind freely, to tell 

the truth as he sees it, to be his own man, comes into 

early and painful collision with the democratic dogma 

that such things are not nice—that the most worthy 

and laudable citizen is that one who is most like all 

the rest. In youth, as every one knows, this dogma is 

frequently challenged, and sometimes with great as¬ 

perity, but the rebellion, taking one case with an¬ 

other, is not of long duration. The campus Nietzsche, 

at thirty, begins to feel the suction of Rotary; at forty 

he is a sound Mellon man; at fifty he is fit for Con¬ 

gress. 

But his early yearning for freedom and its natural 

concomitants is still not dead; it is merely imprisoned 

in the depths of his subconscious. Down there it drags 

out its weary and intolerable years, protesting silently 

but relentlessly against its durance. We know, by Dr. 

Freud’s appalling evidence, what the suppression of 

the common wickednesses can do to the individual— 

how it can shake his reason on its throne, and even 

give him such things as gastritis, migraine and angina 
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pectoris. Every Sunday-school in the land is full of 

such wrecks; they recruit the endless brigades of 

lady policemen and male wowsers. A vice-crusader 

is simply an unfortunate who goes about with a 

brothel in his own cellar; a Prohibitionist is one who 

has buried rum, but would have been safer drinking 

it. All this is now a commonplace of knowledge to 

every American school-girl. The wowsers themselves 

give the facts a universal dispersion by trying to sup¬ 

press them. But so far no psychoanalyst has done a 

tome on the complexes that issue out of moral strug¬ 

gles against common decency, though they are com¬ 

moner under democracy than the other kind, and in¬ 

finitely more ferocious. A man who has throttled a 

bad impulse has at least some consolation in his 

agonies, but a man who has throttled a good one is 

in a bad way indeed. Yet this great Republic swarms 

with such men, and their sufferings are under every 

eye. We have more of them, perhaps, than all the rest 

of Christendom, with heathendom thrown in to make 

it unanimous. 

I marvel that no corn-fed Freud or Adler has ever 
investigated the case of the learned judges among us, 

and especially those of the Federal rite. Prohibition, 

I suspect, has filled them with such repressions that 

even a psychoanalyst, plowing into the matter, would 

be shocked. Enforcing its savage and anti-social man¬ 

dates, with fanatics pulling them and blacklegs push- 
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ing them, has obviously compelled them to make away 

with all the pruderies that are natural to men of their 

class and condition. There may be individuals among 

them, to be sure, who were born without any pru¬ 

deries and hence do not suffer, just as there are in¬ 

dividuals who were born without any capacity for af¬ 

fection and hence show no trace of the CEdipus com¬ 

plex, but such men must be very rare, even among pol¬ 

iticians, even among lawyers. The average judge, I 

take it, is much like the rest of us. When he is free 

to do it, he does the decent thing. His natural impulse 

is to speak the truth as he sees it, to challenge error 

and imposture, to frown upon fraud. What, now, if 

his high and solemn duties compel him to treat fraud 

as if it were divine revelation? What if he must 

spend his days prospering rogues and oppressing hon¬ 

est men? What if his oath wars horribly with his con¬ 

science? No Freud was needed to argue that the effect 

upon him must be very evil. He cannot perform his 

work without assassinating his inner integrity. Put¬ 

ting on his black gown, he must simultaneously cram 

his unconscious with all the sound impulses and nat¬ 

ural decencies that make him the noble fellow that 

he is. 

The clinical effects are certainly not occult. One 

hears constantly of judges coming down with symp¬ 

toms which, in ordinary men, would be accepted as 

proofs of inner turmoils, insusceptible to correction 
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by the pharmacopoeia. They break into hysterical 

tirades from the bench; they speak in unintelligible 

language; they deliver judgments that upset the laws 

of logic; they complain of buzzings in the ears, flashes 

before the eyes, and vague bellyaches. Two Federal 

judges, of late, have committed suicide. One climbed 

a high mountain in his motor-car, and then leaped 

into space: a monstrous act, and no doubt of plain 

significance to a Freudian adept. The other left a note 

saying frankly that Prohibition had wrecked him. 

The faculty has at such disturbances of the psyche 

by hunting for focal infections and pulling teeth: the 

whole judiciary tends to become toothless. But it 

would be easier and cheaper and more effective, I am 

convinced, to send for a psychoanalyst. The stricken 

judge would come out of the room cured, and the 

psychoanalyst would come out with a new outfit of 

complexes. 

I speak of the judges because their sufferings are 

palpable. But there must be swarms of other victims 

in this eminent free nation. Every one of us has been 

under the steam-roller; every one of us, in this way 

or that, conforms unwillingly, and has the corpse of 

a good impulse belowstairs. There are probably no 

exceptions. Psychoanalyze a Methodist bishop, and 

you’ll probably find him stuffed with good impulses, 

all of them repressed. On blue afternoons, perhaps, 

there sneaks out of his unconscious a civilized yearn- 
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ing for a decent drink; in the dark watches of the 

night he remembers a Catholic girl of his youth, and 

weeps that she was so fair; he may even, passing a 

public library, feel a sudden, goatish inclination to 

go in and read a good book. Suppressed, such ap¬ 

petites make him uncomfortable, unhappy, desperate, 

an enemy to society. Dredged up by some super- 

Freud, and dissipated in the sunlight, they would 

leave him an honest and happy man. 

5 

Bach to Bach! 

Ah, at evening, to be drinking from the glassy pond, to 
have—oh, better than all marrow-bones!—the fresh illusion 
of lapping up the stars! 

I take the thought from Patou, the forward- 

looking hound-dog in Rostand’s “Chantecler.” Let 

him stand as a symbol of the whole melancholy com¬ 

pany of crib-haltered but aspiring Americans, their 

hands doomed to go-getting but their hearts leaping 

into interstellar space. Patou, lifted to his hind legs 

and outfitted with pantaloons, would have made a 

capital Rotarian. Condemned by destiny to a kennel 

in a barnyard, he yet had that soaring, humorless 

Vision which is the essence of Rotary, and the secret, 

no doubt, of its firm hold upon otherwise unpoetical 

men. For even in the paradise of Babbitt, Babbitt 
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is vaguely uneasy and unhappy. He needs something 

more, he finds, than is to be found in bulging order- 

books, in innumerable caravans of prospects, and in 

belching chimneys and laden trains. He needs some¬ 

thing more than is to be got out of blowing spitballs 

and playing golf. So he searches for that something 

in the realms of the fancy, where the husks of things 

fall and their inner sap is revealed. He reads the 

dithyrambs of Edgar Albert Guest, Arthur Brisbane, 

and Dr. Frank Crane. He listens to the exhortations of 

itinerant rhetoricians, gifted and eloquent men, spe¬ 

cialists in what it is all about. He intones “Sweet 

Adeline,” and is not ashamed of the tear that bab¬ 

bles down his nose. Thus Babbitt, too, is tantalized by 

a Grail; he seeks it up and down the gorgeous cor¬ 

ridors of his Statler Hotel, past the cigar-stand and 

the lair of the hat-check gal, and on to the perfumed 

catacombs of the lovely manicurist and the white- 

robed chirotonsor. Non in solo pane vivit homo. Man 

cannot live by bread alone. He must hope also. He 

must dream. He must yearn. 

The fact explains the Rotarian and his humble 

brother, the Kiwanian; more, it strips them of not a 

little of their superficial obnoxiousness. They are 

fools, but they are not quite damned. If their quest 

is carried on in motley, they at least trail after better 

men. And so do all their brethren of Service, great 

and small—the Americanizers, the Law Enforcers, 
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the boosters and boomers, and the endless others after 

their kind. At first glance, one sees in these visionaries 

only noisy and preposterous fellows, disturbing the 

peace of their betters. But a closer examination is 

more favorable to them. They are tortured, in their 

odd, clumsy fashion, by the same ringing in the ears 

that maddened Ludwig van Beethoven. They suffer 

from the same optical delusions, painful and not due 

to sin, that set the prophets of antiquity to howling: 

they look at a Harding or a Coolidge and see a Man. 

What lures them to their bizarre cavortings—and it is 

surely not to be sniffed at per se—is a dim and dis¬ 

turbing mirage of a world more lovely and serene 

than the one the Lord God has doomed them to live 

in. What they lack in common, thus diverging from 

the prophets, is a rational conception of what it ought 

to be, and might be. 

It is somewhat astonishing that 100% Americans 

should wander so helplessly in this wilderness. For 

there is a well-paved road across the whole waste, and 

it issues, at its place of beginning, from the tombs of 

the Fathers, and their sacred and immemorial dust. 

Straight as a pistol shot it runs, until at the other end 

it sweeps up a glittering slope to a shrine upon a high 

hill. This shrine may be seen on fair days for many 

leagues, and presents a magnificent spectacle. Its base 

is confected of the bones of Revolutionary heroes, 

and out of them rises an heroic effigy of George Wash- 
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ington, in alabaster. Surrounding this effigy, and on a 

slightly smaller scale, are graven images of Jefferson, 

Franklin, Nathan Hale, old Sam Adams, John Han¬ 

cock and Paul Revere, each with a Bible under his 

arm and the Stars and Stripes fluttering over his 

shoulder. A bit to the rear, and without the Bible, is a 

statue of Thomas Paine. Over the whole structure 

stretch great bands of the tricolor, in silk, satin and 

other precious fabrics. Red and white stripes run up 

and down the legs of Washington, and his waistcoat 

is spattered with stars. The effect is the grandiose one 

of a Democratic national convention. At night, in the 

American manner, spotlights play upon the shrine. 

Hot dogs are on sale nearby, that pilgrims may not 

hunger, and there is a free park for Fords, with run¬ 

ning water and booths for the sale of spare parts. It 

is the shrine of Liberty! 

But where are the pilgrims? One observes the im¬ 

mense parking space and the huge pyramids of hot 

dogs, and one looks for great hordes of worshipers, 

fighting their way to the altar-steps. But they are non 
est. Now and then a honeymoon couple wanders in 

from the rural South or Middle West, to gape at the 

splendors hand in hand, and now and then a school- 

ma’m arrives with a flock of her pupils, and lectures 

them solemnly out of a book. More often, perhaps, a 

foreign visitor is to be seen, with a couronne of tin 

bay-leaves under his arm. He deposits the couronne 
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at the foot of Washington, crosses himself lugubri¬ 

ously, and retires to the nearest hot dog stand. But 

where are the Americanos? Where are the he-men, 

heirs to the heroes whose gilded skulls here wait the 

Judgment Day? Where are the Americanizers? Where 

are the boosters and boomers? Where are the sturdy 

Coolidge men? Where are the Rotarians, Kiwanians, 

Lions? WTiere are the authors of newspaper edito¬ 

rials? The visionaries of Chautauqua? The keepers of 

the national idealism? Go search for them, if you 

don’t trust the first report of your eyes! Go search for 

honest men in Congress! They are simply not present. 

For among all the visions that now inflame forward- 

looking and up-and-coming men in this great Repub¬ 

lic, there is no sign any more of the one that is older 

than all the rest, and that is the vision of Liberty. The 

Fathers saw it, and the devotion they gave to it went 

far beyond three cheers a week. It survived into Jack¬ 

son’s time, and its glow was renewed in Lincoln’s. 

But now it is no more. 

The phenomenon is curious, and deserves far more 

study by eminent psychologists than it has got. I may 

undertake that study as an amateur in a work re¬ 

served for my senility; at the moment I can only 

point to the fact. Liberty, to-day, not only lacks its 

old hot partisans and romantic fanatics in America; 

it has grown so disreputable that even to mention it, 

save in terms of a fossilized and hollow rhetoric, be- 
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comes a sort of indecorum. I know of but one na¬ 

tional organization that advocates it with any genuine 

heartiness, and that organization, not long ago, was 

rewarded with a violent denunciation on the floor of 

the House of Representatives: only the lone Socialist, 

once in jail himself for the same offense, made bold 

to defend it. From the chosen elders of the nation, leg¬ 

islative, executive and judicial, one hears only that 

demanding it is treason. It is the first duty of the free 

citizen, it appears, to make a willing sacrifice of the 

Bill of Rights. He must leap to the business gladly, 

and with no mental reservations. If he pauses, then he 

is a Bolshevik. 

I venture to argue that this doctrine is evil, and 

that renouncing it would yield a sweeter usufruct to 

the American people than all the varieties of Service 

that now prevail. Of what use is it for Kiwanis to buy 

wooden legs for one-legged boys if they must grow 

up as slaves to the Anti-Saloon League? What is the 

net gain to a boomed and boosted town if its people, 

coincidentally, lose their right to trial by jury and 

their inviolability of domicile? Who gives a damn 

for the Coolidge idealism if its chief agent and ex¬ 

ecutor, even above the Cabinet, is the Board of Tem¬ 

perance, Prohibition and Public Morals of the Meth¬ 

odist Episcopal Church, i. e., a gang of snooty ec¬ 

clesiastics, committed unanimously to the doctrines 

that Christ should have been jailed for the business at 
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Cana, that God sent she-bears to “tare” forty-two 

little children because they had made fun of Elisha’s 

bald head, and that Jonah swallowed the whale? 

Imagine an immigrant studying the new science of 

Americanism, and coming to the eighteen amend¬ 

ments to the Constitution. What will he make of the 

discovery that only the Eighteenth embodies a cate¬ 

gorical imperative—that all the others must yield to 

it when they conflict with it—that the Fourteenth and 

Fifteenth are not binding upon the Prohibitionists of 

the South and that the First, Fourth, Fifth and Sixth 

are not binding upon Prohibitionists anywhere? 

I preach reaction. Bach to Bach! I can’t find the 

word Service in the Constitution, but what is there 

is sounder and nobler than anything ever heard of 

where Regular Fellows meet to slap backs and blow 

spitballs—or, at all events, it was there before Janu¬ 

ary 16, 1920. The Fathers, too, had a Vision. They 

were, in their way, forward-lookers; they were even 

go-getters. WFat they dreamed of and fought for was 

a civilization based upon a body of simple, equitable 

and reasonable laws—a code designed to break the 

chains of lingering medievalism, and set the individ¬ 

ual free. The thing they imagined was a common¬ 

wealth of free men, all equal before the law. Some 

of them had grave doubts about it, and put off mak¬ 

ing it a reality as long as possible, but in the end the 

optimists won over the doubters, and they all made 
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the venture together. I am myself no partisan of their 

scheme. It seems to me that there were fundamental 

defects in it—that some of their primary assumptions 

were false. But in their intention, at least, there was 

something exhilarating, and in it there was also some¬ 

thing sound. That something was the premiss that the 

first aim of civilization is to augment and safeguard 

the dignity of man—that it is worth nothing to be a 

citizen of a commonwealth which holds the humblest 

citizen cheaply and uses him ill. 

This is what we have lost, and not all the whooping 

and yelling of new messiahs can cover the fact. The 

government, as I have shown, becomes the common 

enemy of all well-disposed and decent men. It com¬ 

mandeers and wastes their money, it assaults and in¬ 

sults them with outrageous and extravagant laws, and 

it turns loose upon them a horde of professional 

blackguards, bent only upon destroying their liberties. 

The individual, facing this pestilence of tyranny and 

corruption, finds himself quite helpless. If he goes to 

the agents of the government itself with his protest, 

he gets only stupid reviling. If he turns to his fellow 

victims for support, he is lucky to escape jail. Worse, 

he is lucky to escape lynching. For the thing has gone 

so far that the great majority of dull and unimagi¬ 

native men have begun to take it as a matter of course 

—almost as the order of nature. The Bill of Rights 

becomes a mere series of romantic dithyrambs, with- 
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out solid substance or meaning—say, like the Sermon 

on the Mount. The school-books of the next genera¬ 

tion will omit it. The few fanatics who remember it 

will keep it on the top shelf, along with the Family 

Doctor Book, the scientific works of Dr. Marie Scopes, 

and “Only a Boy.” 

Against all this I protest, feebly and too late. The 

land swarms with Men of Vision, all pining for Serv¬ 

ice. What I propose is that they forget their brum¬ 

magem Grails for one week, and concentrate their pep 

upon a chase that really leads uphill. Let us have a 

Bill of Rights Week. Let us have a Common Decency 

Week. 



III. THE HUMAN MIND 

1 

On Metaphysicians IN the Summer of the year, when the weather on 

my estates in the Maryland jungles is too 

hot for serious mental activity, I always give 

over a couple of weeks to a re-reading of the so-called 

philosophical classics, with a glance or two at the 

latest compositions of the extant philosophers. It is a 

far from agreeable job, and I undertake it sadly, as 

a surgeon, after an untoward and fatal hemorrhage, 

brushes up on anatomy; there is, somewhere down in 

my recesses, an obscure conviction that I owe a duty 

to my customers, who look to me to flatter them with 

occasional dark references to Aristotle, Spinoza and 

the categorical imperative. Out of the business, 

despite its high austerity, I always carry away the 

feeling that I have had a hell of a time. That is, I 

carry away the feeling that the art and mystery of 

philosophy, as it is practiced in the world by profes¬ 

sional philosophers, is largely moonshine and wind- 

music—or, to borrow Henry Ford’s searching term, 

bunk. 
79 
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Is this anarchy and atheism? Has Russian gold got 

to me at last? Am I in training for the abattoir of the 

Department of Justice? In stay of execution I can 

only point to the philosophy books themselves. For 

three millenniums their authors have been searching 

the world and its suburbs for the truth—and they 

have yet to agree upon so much as the rules of the 

search. Since the dawn of time they have been try¬ 

ing to get order and method into the thinking of Homo 
sapiens—and Homo sapiens, when he thinks at all, 

is still a brother to the lowly ass (Equns africanus), 

even to the ears and the bray. I include the philos¬ 

ophers themselves, unanimously and especially. True 

enough, one arises now and then who somehow man¬ 

ages to be charming and even plausible. I point to 

Plato, to Nietzsche, to Schopenhauer. But it is always 

as poet or politician, not as philosopher. The genuine 

professional, sticking to his gloomy speculations, is 

as dull as a table of logarithms. What man in human 

history ever wrote worse than Kant? Was it, perhaps, 

Hegel? My own candidate, if I were pushed, would 

be found among the so-called Critical Realists of to¬ 

day. They achieve the truly astounding feats of writ¬ 

ing worse than the New Thoughters, whom they also 

resemble otherwise—nay, even worse than the late 

Warren Gamaliel Harding. 

Wliat reduces all philosophers to incoherence and 

folly, soon or late, is the lure of the absolute. It tor- 
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tures them as the dream of Law Enforcement tor¬ 

tures Prohibitionists. Now and then, when they forget 

it transiently, they grow relatively rational and even 

ingratiating, but in the long run they always resume 

their chase of it, and that chase carries them in¬ 

evitably into the intellectual Bad Lands. For the ab¬ 

solute, of course, is a mere banshee, a concept with¬ 

out substance or reality. No such thing exists. When, 

by logical devices, it is triumphantly established, the 

feat is exactly on all fours with that of the mathema¬ 

tician who proved that twice two was double once two. 

Who believes in Kant’s categorical imperatives to¬ 

day? Certainly not any student of psychology who 

has got beyond the first page of his horn-book. There 

is, in fact, no idea in any man that may be found 

certainly in all men. Only the philosophers seem to 

cling to the doctrine that there is. Functioning as 

theologians, for example, they still argue for the im¬ 

mortality of the soul on the ground that a yearning 

for immortal life is in all of us. But that is simply 

nonsense. I know scores of men in whom no such 

yearning is apparent, either outwardly or in their con¬ 

sciousness. I have seen such men die, and they passed 

into what they held to be oblivion without showing 

the slightest sign of wishing that it was something 

else. All the other absolutes, whether theological, eth¬ 

ical or philosophical in the strict sense, are likewise 

chimeras. On inspection it always turns out that they 
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are no more the same to all men than a woman A or 

a cocktail B is the same to all men. They are even 

different to the same man at different times. I cher¬ 

ished ethical postulates at the age of twenty-one that 

seem puerile to me to-day, and to-day I am cherish¬ 

ing postulates that would have shocked me then. 

Quod est veritas? Simply something that seems to me 

to be so—now, and to me. It has no more objective 

character than the sweet and dreadful passion of love. 

It is as tenderly personal and private as a gallstone. 

The common sense of mankind, which is im¬ 

mensely superior to the anaemic, camphor-smelling 

wisdom of philosophers, long ago revolted against 

the quest of the absolute. Men found back in Mou- 

sterian days that it got them nowhere, but left them, 

intellectually speaking, with one leg up and one leg 

down. So they began to set up arbitrary values, if only 

to get some peace. Religion is a series of such ar¬ 

bitrary values. Most of them are dubious, and many 

of them are palpably false, but the experience of the 

race has shown that, for certain types of mind and in 

certain situations, they work. So they are accepted as, 

if not quite true, then as true enough, and the gloomy 

business of rectifying them, when they need it, is 

turned over to theologians, who are enemies of man¬ 

kind anyhow, and thus deserve and get no sympathy 

when they suffer. Arbitrary values of the same sort 

are made use of every day in all the fields of human 



THE HUMAN MIND 83 

speculation and activity. They are brilliantly visible 

in the field of politics and government. Here they are 

rammed into children in the little red schoolhouse, 

and questioning them later in life becomes a crime 

against the Holy Ghost. Is it therefore to be assumed 

that they are true? Not at all. Many of them are so 

transparently dubious that even patriots, preparing to 

mumble them, have to make ready for it by closing 

their eyes and taking long breaths. But they at least 

work. They at least get some semblance of order into 

the complicated and dangerous business of living to¬ 

gether in society. They at least relieve the mind. And 

so they are cherished. 

Unfortunately, human existence is not static but 

dynamic, and in consequence the axioms that work 

well to-day tend to work less well to-morrow. Now 

and then, as the social organization changes, certain 

ancient and honorable ones have to be abandoned. 

This is always a perilous business, and usually it is 

accomplished only by a letting of blood. The fact is 

not without its significance. In the long run, I believe, 

it will be found that (as the Behaviorists argue even 

now) human ideas come out of the liver far more 

often than they come out of the soul, and that chang¬ 

ing them is a job for surgeons rather than for meta¬ 

physicians. The thought leads at once to a constructive 

suggestion, and in the exalted field of pedagogy. What 

is the present aim of education, as the professors 



84 PREJUDICES: SIXTH SERIES 

thereof expound it? To make good citizens. And what 

is a good citizen? Simply one who never says, does 

or thinks anything that is unusual. Schools are main¬ 

tained in order to bring this uniformity up to the 

highest possible point. A school is a hopper into which 

children are heaved while they are still young and 

tender; therein they are pressed into certain standard 

shapes and covered from head to heels with official 

rubber-stamps. Unluckily, it is a very inefficient ma¬ 

chine. Many children, though squeezed diligently, 

do not take the standard shapes. Others have hides so 

oily that the most indelible of rubber-stamps is 

washed from them by the first rain, or even blown 

from them by the first wind. 

It is my notion that surgery will one day find a 

remedy for this unpleasant and dangerous state of 

affairs. It will first perfect means of detecting such 

aberrant children in their early youth, and then it 

will devise means of curing them. The child who 

laughs when the Bill of Rights is read will not be 

stood in a corner and deprived of chewing-gum, as 

now; it will be sent to the operating-table, and the 

offending convolution, or gland, or tumor, or what¬ 

ever it is will be cut out. While it is lying open all 

other suspicious excrescences will be removed, and 

so it will be returned to the class-room a normal 

100% American. This scheme, if it turns out to be 

practicable, will add a great deal to the happiness of 
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the American people. It will not only protect those of 

us who are naturally respectable from the menace of 

strange and disturbing ideas; it will also relieve the 

present agonies of those who cherish them. For the 

search for imaginary absolutes—i. e., for the truth, 

that ghost—is not pleasant, as poets allege, but in¬ 

tensely painful. There is no record in human history 

of a happy philosopher: they exist only in romantic 

legend. Many of them have committed suicide; prac- 
• 

tically all of them have turned their children out 

of doors and beaten their wives. And no wonder! If 

you want to find out how a philosopher feels when 

he is engaged in the practice of his profession, go to 

the nearest zoo and watch a chimpanzee at the weary¬ 

ing and hopeless job of chasing fleas. Both suffer 

damnably, and neither can win. 

2 

On Suicide 

The suicide rate, so I am told by an intelligent 

mortician, is going up everywhere on earth. It is good 

news to his profession, which has been badly used 

of late by the progress of medical science, and 

scarcely less so by the rise of cut-throat, go-getting 

competition within its own ranks. It is also good news 

to those romantic optimists who like to believe that 



86 PREJUDICES: SIXTH SERIES 

the human race is capable of rational acts. What 

could be more logical than suicide? What could be 

more preposterous than keeping alive? Yet nearly all 

of us cling to life with desperate devotion, even when 

the length of it remaining is palpably slight, and 

filled with agony. Half the time of all medical men 

is wasted keeping life in human wrecks who have no 

more intelligible reason for hanging on than a cow 

has for mooing. 

In part, no doubt, this absurd frenzy has its springs 

in the human imagination, or, as it is more poetically 

called, the human reason. Man, having acquired the 

high faculty of visualizing death, visualizes it as 

something painful and dreadful. It is, of course, sel¬ 

dom anything of the sort. The proceedings anterior 

to it are sometimes (though surely not always) pain¬ 

ful, but death itself appears to be almost devoid of 

sensation, either psychic or physical. The candidate, 

facing it at last, simply loses his faculties. Death is 

no more to him than it is to a coccus. The dreadful, 

like the painful, is not in it. It is far more likely to 

show elements of the grotesque. I speak here, of 

course, of natural death. Suicide is plainly more un¬ 

pleasant, if only because there is some uncertainty 

about it. The candidate hesitates to shoot himself be¬ 

cause he fears, with some show of reason, that he 

may fail to kill himself, and only hurt himself. More¬ 

over, this shooting, along with most of the other more 
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common aids to an artificial exitus, involves a kind 

of affront to his dignity: it is apt to make a mess. 

But that objection, it seems to me, is one that is bound 

to disappear with the progress of science. Safe, sure, 

easy and sanitary methods of departing this life will 

be invented. Some, in truth, are already known, and 

perhaps the fact explains the steady increase in sui¬ 

cides, so satisfactory to my mortician friend. 

I pass over the theological objections to self- 

destruction as too transparently sophistical to be 

worth a serious answer. From the earliest days Chris¬ 

tianity has depicted life on this earth as so sad and 

vain that its value is indistinguishable from that of 

a damn. Then why cling to it? Simply because its 

vanity and unpleasantness are parts of the will of a 

Creator whose love for His creatures takes the form 

of torturing them. If they revolt in this world they 

will be tortured a million times worse in the next. I 

present the argument as a typical specimen of theolog¬ 

ical reasoning, and proceed to more engaging themes. 

Specifically, to my original thesis: that it is difficult, 

if not impossible, to discover any evidential or log¬ 

ical reason, not instantly observed to be full of fal¬ 

lacy, for keeping alive. The fact that we nevertheless 

do it is no more than proof that reason is mainly only 

a sort of afterthought. I enjoy the effects of alcohol 

when I am sad. Ergo, all Prohibitionists are fools and 

most of them are scoundrels. Alcohol makes me ill 
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and killed my Uncle Emil. Ergo, it ought to be pro¬ 

hibited by law, as it is by the Holy Scriptures, though 

in a passage that, at the moment, I can’t recall. I ad¬ 

mire and enjoy Americans, particularly when they 

make asses of themselves. Ergo, any foreigner who 

essays to butcher them is a fiend from Hell. Amer¬ 

icans fatigue me. Ergo, the same foreigner is a charm¬ 

ing fellow. 

But sometimes these second thoughts—and all 
thoughts are second thoughts—are unanimous, and 

then they become what is called universal wisdom. 

The universal wisdom of the world long ago con¬ 

cluded that life is mainly a curse. Turn to the prover¬ 

bial philosophy of any race, and you will find it full 

of a sense of the futility of the mundane struggle. 

Anticipation is better than realization. Disappoint¬ 

ment is the lot of man. We are born in pain and die 

in sorrow. The lucky man died a’ Wednesday. He 

giveth His beloved sleep. I could run the list to pages. 

If you disdain folk-wisdom, secular or sacred, then 

turn to the immortal works of William Shakespeare. 

They drip with such pessimism from end to end. If 

there is any general idea in them, it is the idea that 

human existence is a painful futility. Out, out, brief 

candle! 

Yet we cling to it in a muddled physiological sort 

of way—or, perhaps more accurately, in a patholog¬ 

ical way—and even try to fill it with a gaudy hocus- 
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pocus. All men who, in any true sense, are sen¬ 

tient strive mightily for distinction and power, i. e.9 
for the respect and envy of their fellowmen, i. e., for 

the ill-natured admiration of an endless series of 

miserable and ridiculous bags of rapidly disintegrat¬ 

ing amino acids. Why? If I knew, I’d certainly not 

be writing books in this infernal American climate; 

I’d be sitting in state in a hall of crystal and gold, 

and people would be paying $10 a head to gape at 

me through peep-holes. But though the central mys¬ 

tery remains, it is possible, perhaps, to investigate the 

superficial symptoms to some profit. I offer myself 

as a laboratory animal. Why have I worked so hard 

for thirty years, desperately striving to accomplish 

something that remains impenetrable to me to this 

day? Is it because I desire money? Bosh! I can’t re¬ 

call ever desiring it for an instant: I have always 

found it easy to get all I wanted. Is it, then, notoriety 

that I am after? Again the answer must be no. The at¬ 

tention of strangers is unpleasant to me, and I avoid 

it as much as possible. Then is it a yearning to Do 

Good that moves me? Bosh and blah! If I am con¬ 

vinced of anything, it is that Doing Good is in bad 

taste. 

Once I ventured the guess that men worked in re¬ 

sponse to a vague inner urge for self-expression. But 

that was probably a feeble theory, for some men who 

work the hardest have nothing to express. An hypothe- 
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sis with rather more plausibility in it now suggests 

itself. It is that men work simply in order to escape 

the depressing agony of contemplating life—that 

their work, like their play, is a mumbo-jumbo that 

serves them by permitting them to escape from real¬ 

ity. Both work and play, ordinarily, are illusions. 

Neither serves any solid and permanent purpose. If 

work has what is called value, then it only condemns 

more human beings to work. But life, stripped of 

such illusions, instantly becomes unbearable. Man 

cannot sit still, contemplating his destiny in this 

world, without going frantic. So he invents ways to 

take his mind off the horror. He works. He plays. He 

accumulates the preposterous nothing called property. 

He strives for the coy eye-wink called fame. He 

founds a family, and spreads his curse over others. 

All the while the thing that moves him is simply the 

yearning to lose himself, to forget himself, to escape 

the tragi-comedy that is himself. Life, fundamentally, 

is not worth living. So he confects artificialities to 

make it so. So he erects a gaudy structure to conceal 

the fact that it is not so. 

Perhaps my talk of agonies and tragi-comedies may 

be a bit misleading. The basic fact about human ex¬ 

istence is not that it is a tragedy, but that it is a bore. 

It is not so much a war as an endless standing in 

line. The objection to it is not that it is predominantly 

painful, but that it is lacking in sense. What is ahead 
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for the race? Even theologians, to whom devils are 

easily visible, can see nothing but a gray emptiness, 

with a burst of irrational fireworks at the end. But 

there is such a thing as human progress. True. It is 

the progress that a felon makes from the watch-house 

to the jail, and from the jail to the death-house. 

Every generation faces the same intolerable boredom. 

I speak as one who has had what must be regarded, 

speaking statistically, as a happy life. I work a great 

deal, but working is more agreeable to me than any¬ 

thing else I can imagine. I am conscious of no vast, 

overwhelming and unattainable desires. I want noth¬ 

ing that I can’t get. But it remains my conclusion, at 

the gate of senility, that the whole thing is a grandi¬ 

ose futility, and not even amusing. The end is always 

a vanity, and usually a sordid one, without any noble 
% 

touch of the pathetic. The means remain. In them lies 

the secret of what is called contentment, i. e.9 the 

capacity to postpone suicide for at least another day. 

They are themselves without meaning, but at all 

events they offer a way of escape from the paralyzing 

reality. The central aim of life is to simulate extinc¬ 

tion. We have been yelling up the wrong rain-spout. 

3 
i 

On Controversy 

Any man engaged habitually in controversy, as I 
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have been for twenty years past, must enter upon 

his declining days with a melancholy sense of its 

hollowness and futility. Especially in this great Re¬ 

public, where all ideas are suspect, it tends almost 

inevitably to degenerate into a mere exchange of 

nonsense. Have you ever examined carefully the 

speeches made by the candidates in a Presidential 

campaign? If so, you know that they are of bilge 

and blather all compact. Now and then, true enough, 

one of the august aspirants to the Washingtonian 

breeches is goaded or misled into saying something 

pungent and even apposite, but not often, not de¬ 

liberately. His daily stint is simply balderdash. 

It is rare, indeed, to encounter a controversialist 

who states his own case clearly, or who shows any 

sign of understanding his opponent’s. Turn, for ex¬ 

ample, to the current combat between the Funda¬ 

mentalists and the Modernists—an academic and 

puerile duel in our great Sodoms and Ninevehs, but 
raging like an oil fire in the Bible and Hookworm 

Belt, where men are he and Hell yawns. Both sides 

wallow in pishposh. The Fundamentalists, claiming a 

monopoly of faith, allege that they believe the whole 

Bible verbatim et literatim, which is not true, for at 

least 99 % of them reject Exodus xxn, 18, to say 

nothing of I Timothy v, 23. And the Modernists argue 

that there is no conflict between science and Holy 

Writ, which is even less true. This controversy, in 
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fact, is almost classical in character. Neither side is 

able to stick to the question at issue. Each tries to 

dispose of the other by delivering mighty wallops 

below the belt—the Fundamentalists by passing laws 

converting the Modernists into criminals (that is, as 

criminality is now defined by American jurispru¬ 

dence), and the Modernists by depicting the Funda¬ 

mentalists as a horde of gibbering baboons, sworn to 

uproot civilization and not above suspicion of can¬ 

nibalism. 

I have had a hand in this great battle of scattered 

wits myself, striving in an austere and lofty manner 

to introduce the sublime principles of Aristotle’s 

“Organon” into it. I have got the traditional reward 

of one stopping to preach in front of a house afire. 

The more extreme Modernists—which is to say, the 

professional alheists,—discontented because I haven’t 

advocated hanging the Fundamentalists, denounce 

me as a Crypto-Calvinist, and hold me up to obloquy 

in their papers. The Fundamentalists, suspecting 

me of a partiality for Darwin, accuse me of trying 

to upset the Ten Commandments, and one of the 

most eminent of them lately hinted that I have per¬ 

sonally had a bout with No. 7, and come to grief 

in the manner described by the late Dr. Sylvanus 

Stall, in his well-known work on pathology, “What 

Every Boy of Fourteen Should Know.” This last ac¬ 

cusation was novel, but, as they run in such affairs, 
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very mild. The usual charge against an opponent, 

in the America of to-day, is that he is a Bolshevist, 

and in receipt of traitor’s gold. It has been leveled 

at me so often that probably a majority of the persons 

who have heard of me at all believe it, and there are 

even dismal days when I half believe it myself, 

though I have been denouncing Socialism publicly 

for twenty years, and am, in fact, an incurable Tory 

in politics. A short while ago a Boston critic, becom¬ 

ing aware of the latter fact by some miracle, at once 

proceeded to denounce me because my radicalism, as 

he thought he had discovered, was bogus. 

During the decade 1910-1920 I was chiefly en¬ 

gaged in literary controversies, and so my politics 

were aside from the issue. But when the great wave 

of idealism engulfed the United States in 1917, I 

was at once bawled out as a German spy, and open 

demands were made that my purely aesthetic heresies 

be put down by the Polizei. One of my opponents, 

in those days, was an eminent college professor, now 

unhappily deceased. He not only attempted to dis¬ 

pose of my literary judgments by arguing that they 

were inspired by the Kaiser; he even made the same 

charge against the works of the writers I was cur¬ 

rently whooping up. And so did many of his learned 

colleagues. It was not easy to meet this onslaught by 

logical devices; logic, in those days, was completely 

adjourned, along with the Bill of Rights. Moreover, 
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there was a considerable plausibility in the general 

charge. So I attempted no defense; it is, indeed, 

against my nature to take the defensive. Instead, I 

launched into an elaborate effort to prove that all 

college professors, regardless of their politics, were 

hollow and preposterous asses, and to this business 

I brought up all the ancient and horrifying devices of 

the art of rhetoric. 

The issue of the controversy was characteristic: 

thus all combats in the realm of so-called ideas end. 

The moment the War to End War was over there 

came a revulsion against its blather, and so it was 

no longer damaging to me to be accused of taking 

the money of the Hohenzollern. Thus the professor 

I have mentioned suddenly found his principal ammu¬ 

nition gone, and in an effort to unearth more he began 

reading the books I had been advocating. To his 

surprise he found that many of them were works of 

high merit, whereupon he began whooping for them 

himself, and even going beyond my loudest hurrahs. 

In the end he was actually searching them for evi¬ 

dences of Teutonic influence, and hailing it with 

enthusiasm when found! His poor fellow-professors, 

meanwhile, were the goats. I ceased to revile them, 

once the war was over, and devoted myself mainly 

to political and moral concerns, but various other 

controversialists took up the jehad where I left off, 

and in a short time it was raging from coast to coast. 
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It got far beyond anything I had myself dreamed 

of. Indignant publicists, quite unknown to me, began 

grouping all professors with chiropractors. Congress¬ 

men and spiritualists. In dozens of colleges large and 

small, North, East, South and West, the students 

began holding meetings and flinging insults at their 

tutors. Scores of college papers, for flouting them in 

contumacious terms, had to be suppressed. In several 

great institutions of learning the thing actually 

reached the form of physical assault. When the smoke 

cleared away the professor, once so highly respected 

by every one, found himself a sort of questionable 

character, and he remains so to this day. In many 

cases, I believe, he actually is, but surely not in all. 

The point is that the virtuous have suffered with the 

guilty. Many an honest and God-fearing professor, 

laboriously striving to ram his dismal nonsense into 

the progeny of Babbitts, is bombarded with ribald 

spit-balls as a result of a controversy which begun 

quite outside his ken and speedily got far beyond the 

issue between the original combatants. 

Such are the ways of war in the psychic field. 

Why they should be so I don’t know, but so they are. 

No controversy to my knowledge has ever ended on 

the ground where it began. Even the historic one 

between Huxley and Wilberforce, two of the most 

eminent men of their time in England, ranged all 

over the landscape before the contestants had enough. 
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It began with Huxley trying to prove that Darwin’s 

“Origin of Species” was a sound book; it ended with 

Bishop Wilberforce trying to prove that Huxley’s 

grandfather was a gorilla. What was its issue? Did 

Huxley convert Wilberforce? Did Wilberforce make 

any dent in the armor of Huxley? I apologize for 

wasting your time with silly rhetorical questions. Did 

Luther convert Leo X? Did Grant convert Lee? 

16 

On Faith 

Some time ago I received a letter from a learned 

Socialist, once very active in the movement, but long 

since retired. It was stuffed with circulars advertis¬ 

ing a new sure cure for all human ills, from belly¬ 

ache to cancer. This invention, the Socialist assured 

me, was no fake. He had personally seen it snatch 

back men and women from the brink of the grave. 

It would be in use everywhere, he said, and saving 

hundreds of thousands of lives a year, if it were not 

for the hellish conspiracies of the American Medical 

Association. 

It all seemed familiar. More, it all seemed quite 

natural. For who has ever heard of a Socialist who 

did not also believe in some other quackery? I have 

known all of the principal gladiators of the move- 
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ment in my time, at least in America; I have yet to 

meet one who was not as gullible as a Mississippi 

darkey, nay, even a Mississippi white man. Didn’t 

Karl Marx himself carry a madstone and believe in 

astrology? If not, then it was strange indeed. Didn’t 

Debs believe that quinine would cure a cold? If 

not, then he was not a genuine Socialist. 

The leading living Socialist of this great Republic 

is Upton Sinclair. Perhaps, indeed, he is the only 

leader the movement has left, for Debs is dead, and 

most of the rest leaped down the sewers during the 

late war. Well, Sinclair believes in so many different 

kinds of nonsense that he needs two thick volumes 

to record them. He was one of the earliest believers 

in the fasting cure for catarrh, and he was one of 

the first dupes to be roped in by the late Dr. Albert 

Abrams, the San Francisco swindler. I do not hold 

all this against Sinclair: he is a charming fellow 

otherwise. I merely say that such credulity is natural 

to Socialists. Turn to England, where one of the late 

heroes of the movement is young Oliver Baldwin, 

son of the Prime Minister. Some time ago the As¬ 

sociated Press was reporting from London that Oliver 

had taken to spiritualism and was hearing “spirit 

voices coming from all parts of the room in no fewer 

than five languages.” 

As I have said, practically all of the more eminent 

Socialists of the United States took to the sewers in 
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1917. When the gun-men of the Hon. A. Mitchell 

Palmer began rounding up the lesser comrades, and 

pliant Federal judges began sending them to Atlanta 

for five, ten and twenty years, the high-toned mem¬ 

bers of the movement saw a great light, and began 

to bawl and sob for the flag. Now, with the danger 

over, they can’t get back: the surviving comrades 

won’t have anything to do with them, and even de¬ 

nounce them bitterly as scabs. But if the Marxian 

grove is thus closed to them, there is plenty of room 

for them around other flambeaux, and all of them 

seem to be crowding up. A considerable number, in 

1920, became violent Prohibitionists, and began pre¬ 

dicting that the country would be bone-dry in two 

years. Others became chiropractors. Yet others an¬ 

nounced that they were converted to the League of 

Nations. Many became spiritualists, and a few, I 

believe, followed Sinclair in succumbing to Dr. 

Abrams. The rest went in for free love, Fundamen¬ 

talism, mental telepathy, the Harding idealism, 

Texas oil stocks, numerology, the poetry of T. S. 

Eliot, the music of Eric Satie, or the ouija board. 

One or two became professional sorcerers. The point 

is that every last one of them found some sort of 

satisfaction and solace for the imperative need of 

his nature—every one found something outlandish 

and preposterous to believe in. For all of them, as 

ex-Socialists, had believing minds. They could get 
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rid of their Socialism, especially when helped by the 

Polizei, but they could no more get rid of their be¬ 

lieving minds than they could get rid of the shapes 

of their heads. A Socialist, in brief, is simply a man 

suffering from an overwhelming compulsion to be¬ 

lieve what is not true. He yearns for it as a cow 

yearns for the milkmaid, lowing in the cool of the 

evening. He pines for it as a dry Congressman pines 

for a drink. 

Of all the things that are palpably not true Social¬ 

ism is one of the most satisfying to men of that ro¬ 

mantic kidney, and so nine-tenths of them, at one 

time or another in their lives, are Socialists, or, if 

not Socialists, then at least Progressives, or Single 

Taxers, or evangelists of Farm Relief. But Socialism, 

though it is sweet, is never enough for them, and 

neither is the Single Tax. They always reach out for 

something else. They always succumb to some other 

and worse Marx, with longer whiskers and dirtier 

finger-nails. Years ago, when the Single Taxers were 

still making a noise in the land, I made a roster of 

the princes of the movement, setting down beside 

each name the varieties of balderdash that its owner 

believed in. There was not a single name without 

two entries and some of them had a dozen. One of 

the leading Single Taxers was also president of the 

League for Medical Freedom, a verein of quacks 

organized to oppose vaccination. Another was a 
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militant anti-vivisectionist, and proposed that the 

Johns Hopkins Medical School be closed by the po¬ 

lice. A third was an anthropophagous atheist of the 

kind that proselytes, especially among peaceable old 

ladies. A third was a table-tapper, and a fourth got 

messages from the ghosts of Martin Luther, Lucy 

Stone and Sitting Bull. A fifth deserted his wife for 

a cutie with pansy eyes, and lost, in consequence, 

his job as a college professor. A sixth, believing that 

he was Millard Fillmore, was put away by his family. 

What lies beneath all this is simply an ancient 

fact, noted long ago by William James, and before 

him by Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, and before him 

by the Greeks, and before the Greeks by the first 

human politicians. It is the fact that the race of men 

is divided sharply into two classes: those who are 

what James called tough-minded, and demand proofs 

before they will believe, and those who are what he 

called tender-minded, and are willing to believe 

anything that seems to be pleasant.] It is the tender- 

minded who keep quacks of all sorts well-fed and 

active, and hence vastly augment the charm of this 

world. They find it wholly impossible to distinguish 

between what is subjectively agreeable and what is 

objectively true. Would it be nice if the whole world 

turned sober overnight, and even flappers put away 

the jug? If so, then there must be a quick and sure 

way to accomplish it. Does Prohibition promise to 
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do so? If so, then Prohibition must be true. This is 

precisely the route by which Sinclair became a Pro¬ 

hibitionist—one of his follies that I forgot to mention 

above. And this is the route by which multitudes of 

his tender-hearted brethren and sistren followed him 

into the jaws of the Anti-Saloon League. 

Socialism, while it was still vague and untested, 

appealed powerfully to all such persons. Fifteen or 

twenty years ago it was making immense progress 

in the United States, vice Free Silver, deceased. All 

the young college professors, in those days, were 

Socialists, as they are now eugenists and birth con¬ 

trollers. It swept and enchanted the tender-minded. 

Fat women wept over it, as they now weep over the 

Armenians. But one day it collided slambang with 

the harsh and horrible facts. One day it was put to 

the test in Russia,—and promptly blew up. Even the 

tender-minded could not dodge the appalling proofs. 

So they fled in this direction and that. Some took to 

spiritualism, some to chiropractic, some to Genesis. 

Some, like Sinclair, took to Prohibition, the Single 

Tax, fasting, and the electronic vibrations of Dr. 

Abrams. But not one, so far as I can make out, took 

to sense. 



IV. CLARION CALL TO POETS 

ONE of the crying needs of the time in this 

incomparable Republic—the goal and de¬ 

spair of all other and hence lesser states— 

is for a suitable Burial Service for the admittedly 

damned. I speak as one who has of late attended the 

funeral orgies of several such gentlemen, each time 

to my aesthetic distress. The first of these gentlemen, 

having a great abhorrence of rhetoric in all its 

branches, left strict orders that not a word was to be 

said at his obsequies. The result was two extremely 

chilly and uncomfortable moments: when six of us 

walked into his house in utter silence and carried 

out his clay, and when we shoved it, in the same 

crawling silence, into the yawning fire-box of the 

crematory. The whole business was somehow un¬ 

natural and even a shade indecent: it violated one 

of the most ancient sentiments of Homo sapiens to 

dispatch so charming a fellow in so cavalier a fash¬ 

ion. One felt almost irresistibly impelled to say 

good-by to him in some manner or other, if only, 

soldier fashion, by blowing a bugle and rolling a 

drum. Even the mortician, an eminent star of one of 
103 
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the most self-possessed of professions, looked a bit 

uneasy and ashamed. 

The second funeral was even worse. The deceased 

had been a Socialist of the militantly anti-clerical 

variety, and threatened, on his death-bed, to leap 

from his coffin with roars if a clergyman were hired 

to snuffle over him. His widow accordingly asked 

two of his Socialist colleagues to address the mourn¬ 

ers. They prepared for the business by resorting to 

a bootlegger, and in consequence both of them were 

garrulous and injudicious. One of them traced the 

career of Karl Marx in immense detail, and deduced 

from it a long series of lessons for ambitious Ameri¬ 

can boys. The other, after first denouncing the New 

York Times, read twenty or thirty cantos of execrable 

poetry from the Freethinker. If the widow had not per¬ 

formed a series of very realistic sobs—leaning for 

support, I may add, upon a comrade who soon after¬ 

ward succeeded to the rights of the deceased in her 

person and real estate—the ceremony would have 

been indistinguishable from a session of the House 

of Representatives. 

The third funeral was conducted by Freemasons, 

who came in plug hats and with white aprons over 

their cow-catchers. They entered the house of mourn¬ 

ing in a long file, with their hats held over their left 

breasts in the manner of a President reviewing an 

inaugural parade, and filed past the open coffin at a 
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brisk parade march. As each passed he gave a swift, 

mechanical glance at the fallen brother: there was in 

it the somewhat metallic efficiency of an old hand. 

These Freemasons brought their own limousines and 

took a place in the funeral procession ahead of the 

hearse. At the cemetery they deployed around the 

grave, and as soon as the clergyman had finished 

his mumbo-jumbo, began a ceremonial of their own. 

Their leader, standing at the head of the grave with 

his plug hat on, first read a long series of quasi- 

theological generalities—to the general effect, so far 

as I could make out, that Freemasons are immune to 

Hell, as they are notoriously immune to hanging—, 

and then a brother at the foot of the grave replied. 

After that there was a slight pause, and in rather 

ragged chorus the rest of the brethren said “So mote 

it be!” This went on almost endlessly; I was heartily 

glad when it was over. The whole ceremony, in fact, 

was tedious and trashy. As for me, I’d rather have 

been planted by a Swedenborgian, whiskers and all. 

Or even by a grand goblin of the Ethical Culture 

Society. 

What is needed, and what I bawl for politely, is 

a service that is free from the pious but unsupported 

asseverations that revolt so many of our best minds, 

and yet remains happily graceful and consoling. It 

will be very hard, I grant you, to concoct anything 

as lasciviously beautiful as the dithyrambs in the 
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Book of Common Prayer. Who wrote them origi¬ 

nally I don’t know, but whoever did it was a poet. 

They put the highly improbable into amazingly 

luscious words, and the palpably not-true into words 

even more caressing and disarming. It is impossible 

to listen to them, when they are intoned by a High 

Church rector of sepulchral gifts, without harboring 

a sneaking wish that, by some transcendental magic, 

they could throw off their lowly poetical character 

and take on the dignity and reliability of prose— 

in other words, that the departed could be actually 

imagined as leaping out of the grave on the Last 

Morn, his split colloids all restored to their pristine 

complexity, his clothes neatly scoured and pressed, 

and every molecule of him thrilling with a wild sur¬ 

mise. I have felt this wish at the funerals of many 

virtuous and earnest brethren, whose sole sin was 

their refusal to swallow such anecdotes as the one 

in II Kings n, 23-24. It seems a pity that men of 

that sort should be doomed to Hell, and it seems an 

even greater pity that they should be laid away to 

the banal chin-music of humorless Freemasons and 

stewed Socialists. 

But, so far as I know, no suitable last rites for 

them have ever been drawn up. Between the service 

in the Book of Common Prayer (and its various ana¬ 

logues, nearly all of them greatly inferior) and the 

maudlin mortuary dialogues of the Freemasons, Ku 
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Kluxers, Knights of Pythias and other such assassins 

of beauty there is absolutely nothing. Even the profes¬ 

sional agnostics, who are violently literary, have never 

produced anything worthy to be considered; their best 

is indistinguishable from the text of a flag-drill or 

high-school pageant. Thus the average American 

skeptic, when his time comes to return to earth, is 

commonly turned off with what, considering his prej¬ 

udices, may be best described as a razzing. His 

widow, disinclined to risk scandal by burying him 

without any ceremonies at all, calls in the nearest 

clergyman, and the result is a lamentable comedy, 

creditable neither to honest faith nor to honest doubt. 

More than once, in attendance upon such an affair, 

I have observed a sardonic glitter in the eye of the 

pastor, especially when he came to the unequivocal 

statement that the deceased would infallibly rise 

again. Did he secretly doubt it? Or was he poking 

fun at a dead opponent, now persuaded of the truth 

of revelation at last? In either case there was some¬ 

thing unpleasant in the spectacle. A suitable funeral 

for doubters, full of lovely poetry but devoid of 

any specific pronouncement on the subject of a future 

life, would make such unpleasantness unnecessary. 

We have the poets for the job, and I incline to 

suspect that their private theological ideas fit them 

for it. Skepticism, in fact, runs with their cynical 

trade. Most Americans, as every one knows, give their 
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ecclesiastical affiliations in “Who’s Who in America” 

—especially Congressmen, pedagogues, bank presi¬ 

dents and uplifters. But not the poets. The sole ex¬ 

ception, so far as I can make out, is Vachel Lindsay, 

who reports that he is a member of the “Christian 

(Disciples) Church,” a powerful sect in the No-More- 

Scrub-Bulls Belt, with a private Hell of its own, deep 

and hot. Even Edgar Albert Guest is silent on the 

subject, though he mentions the fact that he is a 33° 

Mason. Frost, Robinson, Sandburg and Masters keep 

suspiciously mum. I suggest that they meet in some 

quiet saloon and draw up the ritual I advocate. Let 

Masters be chairman of the committee: he is a lawyer 

as well as a poet, and may be trusted to keep within 

the statutes. And let Edna St. Vincent Millay be 

added to give the thing a refined voluptuousness, 

and James Weldon Johnson to put music into it, 

that it may be intoned without getting the celebrant 

out of breath. Here Holy Church shows the way. Its 

funeral service is a great deal less forensic than 

operatic. 

There is some need, too, for a Marriage Service 

for the damned, and at different times attempts have 

been made to supply it. But all such works seem to 

emanate from radicals showing a characteristic lack 

of humor—and humor is as necessary to a Marriage 

Service as poetry is to a Funeral Service: a fact that 

the astute authors of the Book of Common Prayer 
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did not overlook. However, the need here is not press¬ 

ing, for in most American States civil marriage is 

sufficient, and heretics may be safely united without 

going before a sorcerer at all. Court clerks and police 

magistrates perform the job, mumbling unintel¬ 

ligibly out of a mysterious book, perhaps only a 

stolen Gideon Bible, excavated to hold cigarettes. The 

main thing is to pay the fee. Marriages after mid¬ 

night cost double, and if the bridegroom has the 

fumes of wine in his head, he is apt to lose his watch 

as well as his liberty. 

As I say, the Marriage Services drawn up by 

antinomians for the use of unbelievers lack humor. 

Worse, they are full of indignation—against the com¬ 

mon theory that a wife is bound to give some care to 

her husband’s goods, against the convention that she 

shall adopt his surname, and so on. It is hard to 

give serious attention to such grim notions at a time 

immemorially viewed as festive and jocose. One 

hears frequently of wedding guests getting drunk 

and fighting—not long ago a Methodist pastor in 

Missouri was protesting against it publicly—, but 

when they are drawn into sociological controversy 

it is too much. Such revolutionary Marriage Services, 

in point of fact, have never gained much popularity. 

Now and then a pair of Socialists resorts to one, 

but even Socialists appear to prefer the harsh, me¬ 

chanical offices of a court clerk. 
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Nor is there any active demand for a non- 

theological Baptismal Service. I am constantly 

amazed, as a bachelor, by the number of children 

growing up, in these iconoclastic modern days, with¬ 

out any formal naming at all. Not only do heretics 

spurn the ceremony; even professing Christians often 

neglect it. In my own nonage practically all babies, 

at least of the more respectable tribes of the race, 

were christened. There was a general feeling.that fail¬ 

ing to put them through the sacrament was, in some 

obscure way, a tort against them—that it would bring 

them bad luck, and perhaps lead to difficulties in after 

life. It is so believed to this day nearly everywhere 

in Europe, and for sound reasons. Whenever a citi¬ 

zen in those decaying lands comes into contact with 

the state, which is very often, its agents demand his 

baptismal certificate as well as his birth certificate. 

So far, the imbeciles at Washington have not come to 

that, but it must be plain that they will come to it 

soon or late, and when the time is finally upon us 

there will be trouble for all those Americanos whose 

naming is now trusted to acclamation. They will have 

to dig up senile aunts and uncles, and produce affi¬ 

davits that they were known to every one as so-and-so 

at some date far in the past, just as they now have to 

get such affidavits, more often than not, when they 

want passports. The bureaucracy grinds slowly, but it 

grinds exceeding fine. Recruited from the mentally 
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deficient, it runs to circular insanities. Let it be 

proved to-morrow that some John Doe, suspected of 

favoring the recognition of Russia, was actually bap¬ 

tized Johannes, and it will be sufficient excuse for a 

regulation requiring all of us to prove that we are 

legally entitled to the names we sign to checks. 

But all these are side issues. The main thing is that 

the poets, though most of them seem to have de¬ 

parted from the precincts and protection of Holy 

Church and her schismatic colonies—since when has 

a first-rate American poet written a hymn?—have 

failed, so far, to rise to the occasion when, even 

among heretics, poets are most pressingly needed. I 

have suggested that they meet in some convenient 

speak-easy and remedy the lack gloriously, but I 

don’t insist, of course, that their service for the doubt- 

ing dead be wholly original. The authors of the Book 

of Common Prayer, though they were poets of great 

talent, certainly did not trust only to their private in¬ 

spiration. They borrowed copiously from the old 

missals, and they borrowed, too, directly from Holy 

Writ. What they concocted finally was a composite, 

but it was very discreetly and delicately put together, 

and remains impregnable to this day, despite many 

furious efforts to undo it. 

All I propose is that the committee of poets imi¬ 

tate them, but with an avoidance of strophes objec¬ 

tionable in doctrine. Isn’t there material enough in the 
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Looks? There is enough, and to spare. I point to the 

works of Walt Whitman, now at last passing freely 

through the mails—to those parts, of course, of a non¬ 

erotic and non-political nature. I point to certain mem¬ 

orable stanzas of William Cullen Bryant. I point to 

Blake, Tennyson, Milton, Shelley, Keats, even Swin¬ 

burne; what gaudy stuff for the purpose is in “Ave 

Atque Vale,” “Tristram of Lyonesse” and “Atalanta 

in Calydon!” There is here a sweet soothing, a healing 

reassurance, a divine booziness—in brief, all the stuff 

of A No. 1 poetry. It would bring comfort, I believe, 

to many a poor widow who now groans as the Free¬ 

masons intone their balderdash, or flounces her veil, 

fidgets and blushes as a Socialist orator denounces 

Omnipotence for permitting stock dividends—it 

would bring her a great deal more comfort, certainly, 

than the positive statement, made defiantly by the 

unwilling rector of the parish, that her departed John, 

having been colloidal and as the beasts, has now be¬ 

come gaseous and immortal. Such a libretto for the 

inescapable last act would be humane and valuable. 

I renew my suggestion that the poets spit upon their 

hands and confect it at once. 



V. SOUVENIRS OF A BOOK 

REVIEWER 

1 

The Emperor of Wowsers 

Anthony Comstock: Roundsman of the Lord, by Heywood 

Broun and Margaret Leech. New York: Albert & Charles Boni. 

[Books, March 6, 1927.] IN an appendix to this amusing and instructive 

work, Mr. Broun states the case against com- 

stockery in a neat, realistic and unanswerable 

manner, but the book itself is by no means a philippic 

against old Anthony. On the contrary, it deals with 

him in a very humane and even ingratiating way. And 

why not? He was, in point of fact, a man of mani¬ 

fold virtues, and even his faults showed a rugged, 

Berserker quality that was sneakingly charming. It is 

quite impossible, at this distance, to doubt his bona 
fides, and almost as difficult, despite his notorious 

extravagances, to question his essential sanity. Like 

all the rest of us in our several ways, he was simply 

a damned fool. Starting out in life with an idea lying 

well within the bounds of what most men would call 
113 
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the rational, he gradually pumped it up until it 

bulged over all four borders. But he never departed 

from it altogether; he never let go his hold upon 

logic; he never abandoned reason for mere intuition. 

Once his premisses were granted, the only way to es¬ 

cape his conclusions was to forsake Aristotle for 

Epicurus. Such logical impeccability, as all connois¬ 

seurs must know, is very common among theologians; 

they hold, indeed, almost a monopoly of it. The rest 

of us, finding that our ratiocination is leading us into 

uncomfortable waters, give it the slip and return to 

dry land. But not the theologians. They have hor¬ 

ribly literal minds; they are less men than intellectual 

machines. I defy any one to find a logical flaw in their 

proofs of the existence of Hell. They demonstrate it 

magnificently and irrefutably. Do multitudes of wise 

men nevertheless deny it? Then that is only because 

very few wise men have any honest belief in the 

reality of the thing that the theologians and other 

logicians call truth. 

Mr. Broun, in his appendix, tries to find holes in 

Anthony’s logic, but it turns out to be far from easy: 

what he arrives at, in the end, is mainly only proof 

that a logician is an immensely unpleasant fellow. 

Turn, for example, to a typical and very familiar 

comstockian syllogism. First premiss: The effect of 

sexual images, upon the young, is to induce auto¬ 

erotism. Second premiss: the effects of auto-erotism 
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are idiocy, epilepsy and locomotor ataxia. Ergo, now 

is the time for all good men to put down every book 

or picture likely to evoke sexual images. What is 

wrong with all this? Simply that Mr. Broun and you 

and I belong to a later generation than Anthony's, and 

are thus skeptical of his premisses. But let us not for¬ 

get that they were true for him. His first came out of 

the hard, incontrovertible experience of a Puritan 

farm-boy, in executive session behind the barn. His 

second was supported, when he was getting his educa¬ 

tion, by the almost unanimous medical opinion of 

Christendom. And so his conclusion was perfect. We 

have made no progress in logic since his time; we 

have simply made progress in skepticism. All his 

grand truths are now dubious, and most of them are 

laughed at even by sucklings. 

I think that he himself had a great deal to do with 

upsetting them. The service that he performed, in his 

grandiose way, was no more than a magnification of 

the service that is performed every day by multitudes 

of humble Y. M. C. A. secretaries, evangelical clergy¬ 

men, and other such lowly fauna. It is their function 

in the world to ruin their ideas by believing in them 

and living them. Striving sincerely to be patterns to 

the young, they suffer the ironical fate of becoming 

horrible examples. I remember very well, how, as a 

boy of ten, I was articled to the Y. M. C. A.: the aim 

was to improve my taste for respectability, and so 


