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FREQUENT remark of the French about Americans is: 
^ ^ "They're children"; which, interpreted, means that 

from the French point of view Americans are childishly-
uncritical. The remark is relevant only in so far as it refers to 
general critical intelligence. In dealing with the special problems 
of a commercial and industrial society Americans have shown that 
they can be abundantly critical. Certain Americans, for example, 
have developed a critical keenness in estimating the value of 
stocks and bonds that is nothing short of uncanny. The very 
persons, however, who are thus keen in some particular field are, 
when confronted with questions that call for general critical in­
telligence, often puerile. Yet in an age like the present, which is 
being subjected to a constant stream of propaganda in everything 
from the choice of its religion to its cigarettes, general critical 
intelligence would seem desirable. 

As a matter of fact, most persons nowadays aspire to be not 
critical but creative. We have not merely creative poets and 
novelists, but creative readers and listeners and dancers. Lately 
a form of creativeness has appeared that may in time swallow 
up all the others — creative salesmanship. The critic himself has 
caught the contagion and also aspires to be creative. He is sup-
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posed to become so when he receives from the creation of another, 
conceived as pure temperamental overflow, so vivid an impression 
that, when passed through his temperament, it issues forth as a 
fresh creation. What is ehminated in both critic and creator is 
any standard that is set above temperament and that therefore 
might interfere with their eagerness to get themselves expressed. 

This notion of criticism as self-expression is important for our 
present subject, for it has been adopted by the writer who is, 
according to the last edition of the Encyclopcedia Britannica, 
"the greatest critical force in America" — Mr. H. L. Mencken. 
"The critic is first and last," says Mr. Mencken, "simply trying 
to express himself; he is trying to achieve thereby for his own 
inner ego the grateful feeling of a function performed, a tension 
relieved, a katharsis attained which Wagner achieved when he 
wrote Die Walkure, and a hen achieves every time she lays an 
egg." This creative self-expression, as practiced by himself and 
others, has, according to Mr. Mencken, led to a salutary stirring 
up of the stagnant pool of American letters: "To-day for the 
first time in years there Is strife In American criticism. . . . 
Heretics lay on boldly and the professors are forced to make some 
defence. Often going further they attempt counter-attacks. 
Ears are bitten off, noses are bloodied. There are wallops both 
above and below the belt." 

But It may be that criticism is something more than Mr. 
Mencken would have us believe, more In short than a squabble 
between Bohemians, each eager to capture the attention of the 
public for his brand of self-expression. To reduce criticism indeed 
to the satisfaction of a temperamental urge, to the uttering of 
one's gustos and disgustos (in Mr. Mencken's case chiefly the 
latter) is to run counter to the very etymology of the word which 
implies discrimination and judgment. The best one would an­
ticipate from a writer like Mr. Mencken, possessing an unusual 
verbal virtuosity and at the same time temperamentally ir­
responsible, is superior intellectual vaudeville. One must grant 
him, however, certain genuine critical virtues — for example, a 
power of shrewd observation within rather narrow limits. Yet 
the total effect of his writing Is nearer to intellectual vaudeville 
than to serious criticism. 

The serious critic is more concerned with achieving a correct 
scale of values and so seeing things proportionately than with self-
expression. His essential virtue is poise. The specific benefit he 

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



THE CRITIC AND AMERICAN LIFE 163 

confers is to act as a moderating influence on the opposite in­
sanities between which mankind in the lump is constantly tending 
to oscillate — oscillations that Luther compares to the reelings 
of a drunken peasant on horseback. The critic's survey of any 
particular situation may very well seem satirical. The complaint 
that Mr. Mencken is too uniformly disgruntled in his survey of 
the American situation rather misses the point. Behind the pleas 
for more constructiveness it is usually easy to detect the voice of 
the booster. A critic who did not get beyond a correct diagnosis 
of existing evils might be very helpful. If Mr. Mencken has 
fallen short of being such a diagnostician, the failure is due not to 
his excess of severity but to his lack of discrimination. 

The standards with reference to which men have discriminated 
in the past have been largely traditional. The outstanding fact 
of the present period, on the other hand, has been the weakening 
of traditional standards. An emergency has arisen not unlike 
that with which Socrates sought to cope in ancient Athens. 
Anyone who is untraditional and seeks at the same time to be 
discriminating must almost necessarily own Socrates as his master. 
As is well known, Socrates sought above all to be discriminating 
in his use of general terms. The importance of the art of inductive 
defining that he devised may perhaps best be made clear by 
bringing together two sayings, one of Napoleon — "Imagination 
governs mankind" — and one of John Selden — "Syllables 
govern mankind." Before allowing one's imagination and finally 
one's conduct to be controlled by a general term, it would seem 
wise to submit it to a Socratic scrutiny. 

I t is, therefore, unfortunate that at a time like the present, 
which plainly calls for a Socrates, we should instead have got a 
Mencken. One may take as an example of Mr. Mencken's failure 
to discriminate adequately, his attitude toward the term that for 
several generations past has been governing the imagination of 
multitudes — democracy. His view of democracy is simply that of 
Rousseau turned upside down, and nothing, as has been remarked, 
resembles a hollow so much as a swelling. A distinction of which 
he has failed to recognize the importance is that between a direct 
or unlimited and a constitutio»al democracy. In the latter we 
probably have the best thing in the world. The former, on the 
other hand, as all thinkers of any penetration from Plato and 
Aristotle down have perceived, leads to the loss of liberty and 
finally to the rise of some form of despotism. The two conceptions 
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of democracy involve not merely incompatible views of govern­
ment but ultimately of human nature. The desire of the constitu­
tional democrat for institutions that act as checks on the 
immediate will of the people implies a similar dualism in the in­
dividual — a higher self that acts restrictively on his ordinary 
and impulsive self. The partisan of unlimited democracy on the 
other hand is an idealist in the sense of that the term assumed in 
connection with the so-called romantic movement. His faith in 
the people is closely related to the doctrine of natural goodness 
proclaimed by the sentimentalists of the eighteenth century and 
itself marking an extreme recoil from the dogma of total de­
pravity. The doctrine of natural goodness favors the free tem­
peramental expansion that I have already noticed in speaking of 
the creative critic. 

I t is of the utmost importance, however, if one is to understand 
Mr. Mencken, to discriminate between two types of tempera-
men talis t — the soft and sentimental type, who cherishes various 
"ideals," and the hard, or Nietzschean type, who piques himself 
on being realistic. As a matter of fact, if one sees in the escape 
from traditional controls merely an opportunity to live tempera­
mentally, it would seem advantageous to pass promptly from the 
idealistic to the Nietzschean phase, sparing oneself as many as 
possible of the intermediary disillusions. It is at all events un­
deniable that the rise of Menckenism has been marked by a certain 
collapse of romantic idealism in the political field and else­
where. The numerous disillusions that have supervened upon the 
War have provided a favoring atmosphere. 

The symptoms of Menckenism are familiar: a certain hardness 
and smartness and disposition to rail at everything that, rightly 
or wrongly, is established and respected; a tendency to identify 
the real with what Mr. Mencken terms "the cold and clammy 
facts" and to assume that the only alternative to facing these 
facts is to fade away into sheer romantic unreality. These and 
similar traits are becoming so widely diffused that, whatever 
one's opinion of Mr. Mencken as a writer and thinker, one must 
grant him representativeness. He is a chief prophet at present 
of those who deem themselves emancipated but who are, accord­
ing to Mr. Brownell, merely unbuttoned. 

The crucial point in any case is one's attitude toward the 
principle of control. Those who stand for this principle in any 
form or degree are dismissed by the emancipated as reactionaries 
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or, still graver reproach, as Puritans. Mr. Mencken would have 
us believe that the historical Puritan was not even sincere in his 
moral rigorism, but was given to "lamentable transactions with 
loose women and fiery jugs." This may serve as a sample of the 
assertions, picturesquely indiscriminate, by which a writer wins 
immediate notoriety at the expense of his permanent reputation. 
The facts about the Puritan happen to be complex and need to 
be dealt with very Socratlcally. I t has been affirmed that the 
point of view of the Puritan was Stoical rather than truly Chris­
tian, and the affirmation is not wholly false. The present discus­
sion of the relationship between Puritanism and the rise of 
capitalism with its glorification of the acquisitive life also has its 
justification. I t is likewise a fact that the Puritan was from the 
outset unduly concerned with reforming others as well as him­
self, and this trait relates him to the humanitarian meddler or 
"wowser" of the present day, who is Mr. Mencken's pet 
aversion. 

Yet it remains true that awe and reverence and humility are 
Christian virtues and that there was some survival of these vir­
tues in the Puritan. For a representative Puritan like Jonathan 
Edwards they were inseparable from the illumination of grace, 
from what he terms " a divine and supernatural light." In the 
passage from the love and fear of God of an Edwards to the love 
and service of man professed by the humanitarian, something 
has plainly dropped out, something that is very near the centre. 
What has tended to disappear is the inner life with the special 
type of control it imposes. With the decline of this inner control 
there has been an increasing resort to outer control. Instead of 
the genuine Puritan we then have the humanitarian legalist who 
passes innumerable laws for the control of people who refuse to 
control themselves. The activity of our uplifters is scarcely sug­
gestive of any "divine and supernatural light." Here is a dis­
crimination of the first importance that has been obscured by the 
muddy thinking of our half-baked intelligentsia. One is thus kept 
from perceiving the real problem, which is to retain the inner life, 
even though one refuse to accept the theological nightmare with 
which the Puritan associated it. More is involved in the failure 
to solve this problem than the Puritan tradition. It is the failure 
of our contemporary life in general. Yet, unless some solution 
is reached by a full and free exercise of the critical spirit, one 
remains a mere modernist and not a thoroughgoing and complete 
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modern; for the modern spirit and the critical spirit are in their 
essence one. 

What happens, when one sets out to deal with questions of this 
order without sufficient depth of reflection and critical maturity, 
may be seen in Mr. Sinclair Lewis's last novel. He has been lured 
from art into the writing of a wild diatribe which, considered 
even as such, is largely beside the mark. If the Protestant Church 
is at present threatened with bankruptcy, it is not because it has 
produced an occasional Elmer Gantry. The true reproach it has 
incurred is that, in its drift toward modernism, it has lost its 
grip not merely on certain dogmas but, simultaneously, on the 
facts of human nature. It has failed above all to carry over in 
some modern and critical form the truth of a dogma that unfor­
tunately receives much support from these facts — the dogma 
of original sin. At first sight Mr. Mencken would appear to have 
a conviction of evil — when, for example, he reduces democracy 
in its essential aspect to a "combat between jackals and jack­
asses" — that estabHshes at least one bond between him and the 
austere Christian. 

The appearance, however, is deceptive. The Christian is con­
scious above all of the " old Adam " in himself: hence his humility. 
The effect of Mr. Mencken's writing, on the other hand, is to 
produce pride rather than humility, a pride ultimately based on 
flattery. The reader, especially the young and callow reader, 
identifies himself imaginatively with Mr. Mencken and conceives 
of himself as a sort of morose and sardonic divinity surveying from 
some superior altitude an immeasurable expanse of "boobs." 
This attitude will not seem especially novel to anyone who has 
traced the modern movement. One is reminded in particular of 
Flaubert, who showed a diligence in collecting bourgeois im­
becilities comparable to that displayed by Mr. Mencken in his 
Americana. Flaubert's discovery that one does not add to one's 
happiness in this way would no doubt be dismissed by Mr. Men­
cken as irrelevant, for he has told us that he does not believe in 
happiness. Another discovery of Flaubert's may seem to him 
more worthy of consideration. "By dint of railing at idiots," 
Flaubert reports, "one runs the risk of becoming idiotic oneself." 

It may be that the only way to escape from the unduly com­
placent cynicism of Mr. Mencken and his school is to reaffirm 
once more the truths of the inner life. In that case it would seem 
desirable to disengage, so far as possible, the principle of control 
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on which the inner life finally depends from mere creeds and tra­
ditions and assert it as a psychological fact; a fact, moreover, 
that is neither "cold" nor "clammy." The coldness and clam­
miness of much so called realism arises from its failure to give 
this fact due recognition. A chief task, indeed, of the Socratic 
critic would be to rescue the noble term "realist" from its present 
degradation. A view of reality that overlooks the element in 
man that moves in an opposite direction from mere temperament, 
the specifically human factor in short, may prove to be singularly 
one-sided. Is the Puritan, John Milton, when he declares that 
"he who reigns within himself and rules passions, desires, and 
fears is more than a king," less real than Mr. Theodore Dreiser 
when he discourses in his peculiar dialect of " those rearranging 
chemisms upon which all the morality or immorality of the world 
is based " ? 

As a matter of fact, according to the degree and nature of the 
exercise of the principle of control, one may distinguish two main 
types of realism which may be denominated respectively religious 
and humanistic: as the principle of control falls into abeyance, a 
third type tends to emerge, which may be termed naturalistic 
realism. That the decline of the traditional controls has been 
followed by a lap,fee to the naturalistic level is indubitable. The 
characteristic evils of the present age arise from unrestraint and 
violation of the law of measure and not, as our modernists would 
have us believe, from the tyranny of taboos and traditional in­
hibitions. The facts cry to heaven. The delicate adjustment that 
is required between the craving for emancipation and the need 
of control has been pointed out once for all by Goethe, speaking 
not as a Puritan but as a clear-eyed man of the world. Everything, 
he says, that liberates the spirit without a corresponding growth 
in self-mastery is pernicious. This one sentence would seem to 
cover the case of our "flaming youth" rather completely. 

The movement in the midst of which we are still living was 
from its inception unsound in its dealing with the principle of 
control. It is vain to expect from the dregs of this movement what 
its "first sprightly running failed to give." Mr. Carl Sandburg 
speaks of the "marvelous rebellion of man at all signs reading 
'Keep off.'" An objection to this purely insurrectional attitude 
is that, as a result of its endless iteration during the past century 
and more, it has come to savor too strongly of what has been 
called "the humdrum of revolt." A more serious objection to the 
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attitude is that it encourages an unrestricted and merely tem­
peramental liberty which, paradoxically enough at first sight, 
affords the modern man no avenue of escape from the web that 
is being woven about him by the scientific determinist. 

Realists of the current type are in point of fact intimately 
alHed with the psychologists, — glandular, behavioristic, and 
psychoanalytical, — who, whatever their divergences among 
themselves, unite in their deterministic trend and therefore clash 
fundamentally with both religious and humanistic realists. The 
proper method of procedure in defending the freedom of the will 
would seem to be to insist upon it as a fact of experience, a fact 
so primary that the position of the determinist involves an eva­
sion of one of the immediate data of consciousness in favor of a 
metaphysical dream. What is genuinely experimental in natural­
istic psychology should of course be received with respect; but 
the facts of which it takes account in its experiments are unim­
portant compared with the facts it either neglects or denies. 
Practically it is running into grotesque extremes of pseudo-science 
that make of it a shining mark for the Socratic critic. 

Here at all events is the issue on which all other issues finally 
hinge; for until the question of moral freedom — the question 
whether man is a responsible agent or only the plaything of his 
impulses and impressions — is decided, nothing is decided; and 
to decide the question under existing circumstances calls for the 
keenest critical discrimination. Creation that is not sufficiently 
supported by such discrimination is likely to prove premature. 

One may illustrate from Mr. Dreiser's American 'Tragedy, 
hailed in certain quarters as the "Mt . Everest" of recent fiction. 
He has succeeded in producing in this work something genuinely 
harrowing; but one is harrowed to no purpose. One has in more 
than full measure the tragic qualm but without the final relief 
and enlargement of spirit that true tragedy succeeds somehow in 
giving, and that without resort to explicit moralizing. It is 
hardly worth while to struggle through eight hundred and more 
very pedestrian pages to be left at the end with a feeling of sheer 
oppression. The explanation of this oppression is that Mr. 
Dreiser does not rise sufficiently above the level of "rearranging 
chemisms," in other words, of animal behavior. Tragedy may 
admit fate — Greek tragedy admits it — but not of the natural­
istic variety. Confusion on this point may compromise in the long 
run the reputation of writers more eminent than Mr. Dreiser — 
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for example, of Thomas Hardy. Fatalism of the naturalistic type 
is responsible in large measure for the atmosphere of futility 
and frustration that hangs heavily over so much contemporary 
writing. One finally comes to feel with a recent poet that "dus t " 
is the common source from which 

stream 
The cricket's cry and Dante's dream. 

Anyone who admits reality only in what derives from the dust, 
whether in a cricket or a Dante, must, from the point of view Oif 
the religious or the humanistic realist, be prepared to make sub­
stantial sacrifices. In the first place, he must sacrifice the depth 
and subtlety that arise from the recognition in some form of the 
duality of man's nature. For the interest that may arise from 
the portrayal of the conflict between a law of the spirit and a law 
of the members, the inordinate interest in sex for its own, sake 
promoted by most of the so-called realists is a rather shabby 
substitute. A merely naturalistic realism also involves the sacri­
fice of beauty in almost any sense of that elusive term. Closely 
related to this sacrifice is the sacrifice of delicacy, elevation, and 
distinction. The very word realism has come to connote the op­
posite of these qualities. When we learn, for example, that some­
one has written a realistic study of a great man, we are sure in 
advance that he has devoted his main effort to proving that 
"Plutarch lied." The more the great man is reduced to the level 
of commonplace or worse, the more we feel he has been "human­
ized." 

Mr. Sherwood Anderson has argued ingeniously that, in as 
much as we ourselves are crude, our literature, if it is not to be 
unreal and factitious, should be crude likewise. But the writer 
who hopes to achieve work of importance cannot afford to be too 
deeply immersed In the atmosphere of the special place and 
passing moment. Still less can he afford to make us feel, as 
writers like Mr. Anderson and Mr. Dreiser and Mr. Sinclair 
Lewis do, that, if there were any lack of vulgarity in what they 
are depicting they would be capable of supplying the defect from 
their own abundance. More is involved here than mere loss of 
distinction. We have come, indeed, to the supreme sacrifice that 
every writer must make who does not transcend a naturalistic 
realism. He must forego the hope of the enduring appeal — the 
hope that every writer worthy of his salt cherishes in some degree. 
In the absence of humanistic or religious standards, he is prone 
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to confound the real with the welter of the actual, and so to miss 
what Dr. Johnson terms the "grandeur of generality." 

Certain books in the current mode are so taken up with the 
evanescent surfaces of life that they will survive, if at all, not as 
literature but as sociological documents. The very language in 
which they are written will, in a generation or two, require a 
glossary. So far from imposing an orderly pattern on the raw 
material of experience, they rather emphasize the lack of pattern. 
The resulting effect, to borrow a phrase from the late Stephen Crane, 
who has had a marked influence on the recent movement, is that 
of a "cluttered incoherency." As an extreme example of the 
tendency one may cite Manhattan "Transfer by John Dos Passos. 
In the name of reality, Mr. Dos Passos has perpetrated a literary 
nightmare. Such a work would seem to have slight value even as a 
sociological document; unless, indeed, one is prepared to admit 
that contemporary Manhattan is inhabited chiefly by epileptic 
Bohemians. 

" It is as much a trade," says La Bruyere, " to make a book as it 
is to make a clock"; in short, literature is largely a matter of 
technique. The technique of Manhattan Transfer is as dubious 
as its underlying philosophy. Neither can be justified save on the 
assumption that the aim of art is to exaggerate the clutter and 
incoherency of the mundane spectacle instead of eliciting its 
deeper meaning. Technique counts for even more in poetry than 
in prose. It would be possible to base on technical grounds alone 
a valid protest against the present preposterous overestimate of 
Walt Whitman. Fundamental questions need, in these very 
untraditional days, to be critically elucidated with a view to 
right definition if the poet is not to lack technique or still worse, if 
he is not, like certain recent practitioners of free verse, to be 
hagridden by a false technique. It evidently concerns both the 
form and substance of poetry, whether one define it with Aristotle 
as the portrayal of representative human action, or whether one 
define it with Mr. Carl Sandburg as a "mystic, sensuous mathe­
matics of fire, smokestacks, waffles, pansies, people, and purple 
sunsets." 

There is no doubt much in the America of to-day that suggests 
a jazzy impressionism. Still our naturalistic deliquescence has 
probably not gone so far as one might infer from poetry like that 
of Mr. Sandburg or fiction like that of Mr. Dos Passos. The public 
response to some of the realistic novels has been considerable: 
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allowance must be made however for the succes de scandaJe, also 
for the skill attained by the modern publisher in the art of mer­
chandising. The reputation of certain books one might mention 
may be regarded as a triumph of "creative" advertising. What 
has been created is a mirage of masterpieces where no master­
pieces are. I t is well also to remember in regard to some of the 
works that have been most-discussed that, so far from being an 
authentic reflection of the American scene, they are rather a 
belated echo of certain European movements. For it is as certain 
that in our literary and artistic modes we follow Europe — usu­
ally at an interval of from five to forty years — as it is that we 
lead Europe in our bathtubs and sanitary plumbing. Any one 
who resided in Paris in the nineties and later in America, will, 
as I can testify from personal experience, have the sense of hav­
ing lived through the same literary fads twice. Mr. Dreiser re­
minds one of Zola and his school. The technique of Mr. Dos 
Passes recalls that of the Goncourts. Our experimenters in free 
verse have followed in the wake not merely of Walt Whitman but 
of the French symbolists, and so on. 

. We shall presently begin to hear of certain new developments in 
French literature and critical thought that point, though inde­
cisively as yet, to a radical departure from what has been the 
main current since the eighteenth century and in some respects 
since the Renaissance. I t is well that we should become familiar 
with the writers who reveal in different ways this latest trend, — 
notably with Maritain, Maurras, Lasserre, Seilli^re, and Benda; 
for they give evidence of a quality of cerebration that is rare in 
our own literati. At the same time we should not adopt with our 
usual docility the total outlook of any of these writers: for no 
one of them has worked out a point of view exactly adapted to 
our requirements. In general, it is not fitting that a great nation 
at the very height of its power should go on indefinitely trailing 
after Europe. I t is time for us to initiate something of our own. 
This does not mean that we should piroceed forthwith to inbreed 
our own "originality." I t means almost the exact opposite. The 
most original thing one could do nowadays would be to question 
the whole theory of originality as mere temperamental overflow 
and self-expression that has prevailed from the "geniuses" of 
the eighteenth century down to one of our youthful and very 
minor bards who aspires to "spill his bright illimitable soul." 

A genuinely critical survey would make manifest that the un-
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satlsfactoriness of our creative effort is due to a lack of the stand­
ards that culture alone can supply. Our cultural crudity and 
insignificance can be traced in turn to the inadequacy of our 
education, especially our higher education. Mr. Mencken's 
attack on the "professors" is therefore largely justified; for if the 
professors were performing their function properly Mr. Mencken 
himself would not be possible. One must add in common justice 
that the professors themselves, or at least some of them, are 
becoming aware that all is not well with existing conditions. One 
could not ask anything more perspicacious than the following 
paragraph from a recent report of Committee G to the American 
Association of University Professors: 

American education has suffered from the domination, conscious 
or unconscious, direct or indirect, of political and sentimental, as well 
as educational, theories that are demonstrably false. If the views of 
some men are to prevail the intellectual life of the country is doomed; 
everybody except the sheer idiot is to go to college and pursue chiefly 
sociology, nature study, child study, and community service —• and 
we shall have a society unique only in its mediocrity, ignorance and 
vulgarity. It will not do to dismiss lightly even so extreme a view as 
this; it is too indicative. Such influences are very strong, their pressure 
is constant; and if education has largely failed in America it has been 
due primarily to them. 

In short, as a result of the encroachments of an equalitarian 
democracy, the standards of our higher education have suffered 
in two distinct particulars: first, as regards the quality of stu­
dents; second, as regards the quality of the studies these students 
pursue. The first of these evils is generally recognized. There is 
even some prospect of remedial measures. Certain institutions, 
Harvard, for example, without being as yet severely selective, 
are becoming more critical of the incompetent student. On the 
other hand, there seems to be less hope than ever of any righting 
of the second and more serious evil — the failure to distinguish 
qualitatively between studies. The main drift is still toward what 
one may term the blanket degree. (Dartmouth, for example, has 
just merged its bachelor of arts and bachelor of science.) Yet 
rather than blur certain distinctions it would have been better, 
one might suppose, to use up all the letters of the alphabet devis­
ing new degrees to meet the real or supposed educational needs 
of the modern man. To bestow the A.B. degree indiscriminately 
on a student for whom education has meant primarily a specializa­
tion in chemistry and on one for whom it has meant primarily an 
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assimilation of the masterpieces of Greek literature is to empty 
it of any effective meaning. At the present rate, indeed, the time 
may come when the A.B. will not throw much more light on the 
cultural quality of its recipient than it would, if, as has been sug­
gested, it were bestowed on every American child at birth. 

It goes without saying that those who have been lowering 
and confusing educational standards have been profuse in 
their professions of "service." A critical examination, not 
merely of American education but of American life at the 
present time will almost necessarily hinge on this term. The 
attitude of the Socratic critic toward it is not to be confounded 
with that of Mr. Mencken and the "hard-boiled" contingent. 
"When a gang of real estate agents," says Mr. Mencken, "bond 
salesmen, and automiobile dealers gets together to sob for Service, 
it takes no Freudian to surmise that someone is about to be 
swindled." But if one entertain doubts about this current Ameri­
can gospel, why waste one's ammunition on any such small fry? 
Other and more exalted personages than the members of the 
Rotary Club at Zenith have, in Mr. Sinclair Lewis's elegant 
phrase, been "yipping for Service." If one is to deal with this idea 
of service Socratically, one needs to consider it in its relation to 
the two figures who have rightly been taken to be the most rep­
resentative in our cultural background — Benjamin Frankhn 
and Jonathan Edwards. Franklin's idea of service is already 
humanitarian. Edward's idea is still traditionally Christian — 
service not of man but of God. What Franklin stood for is 
flourishing prodigiously at the present moment, so much so that 
he may perhaps be defined in his chief line of influence as the 
great superrotarian. What Edwards stood for is, on the other 
hand, largely obsolete or survives only in the form of habits, 
which, lacking doctrinal support, are steadily declining along 
with the whole Puritan culture. 

Intermediary types are possible. One may in one's character 
reflect the Puritan background and at the same time in one's 
idea of service derive rather from Franklin. Precisely that com­
bination is found in the most influential of our recent educational 
leaders — the late President Ehot. A legitimate admiration for 
his personal qualities should not interfere with the keenest critical 
scrutiny of his views about education, for the two things stand in 
no necessary connection. Practically this means to scrutinize the 
humanitarian idealism that he probably did more than any other 
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man of his generation to promote. In this respect most of the 
heads of our institutions of learning have been and still are 
understudies of President Eliot. 

In an address on the occasion of his ninetieth birthday President 
Eliot warned his hearers against introspection, lest it divert 
them from a whole-hearted devotion to service. Between this 
attitude and a religious or humanistic attitude there is a clash 
of first principles. Both humanism and religion require introspec­
tion as a prerequisite of the inner life and its appropriate activity. 
With the disappearance of this activity what is left is the outer 
activity of the utilitarian,, and this leads straight to the one-sided 
cult of material efficiency and finally to the standardization that 
is, according to nearly all foreign critics and many of our own, a 
chief American danger. We cannot return to the introspection of 
the Puritan. We shudder at the theology an Edwards would 
impose as the condition of his "divine and supernatural light." 
Yet it does not follow, as I have already suggested, that we should 
reject the inner life itself along with this theology. One may recog­
nize innumerable incidental advantages in the gospel of service 
and yet harbor an uneasy suspicion withal that in the passage 
from the older religion to the modern humanitarian dispensation 
something vital has disappeared, something of which neither the 
outer working of the utilitarian nor again the expansive sympathy 
of the sentimentalist can offer an equivalent. 

The problem of the inner life is very much bound up with two 
other problems that are now pressing for solution in our higher 
education and have as yet found none: the problem of the 
specialist and the problem of leisure. The man of leisure is engaged 
in an inner and specifically human form of activity, a form that 
is, according to Aristotle, needful if he is to compass the end of 
ends — his own happiness. The question is whether one should 
consent like the specialist to forego this activity and to live par­
tially and as a mere instrument for the attainment of some outer 
end — even though this end be the progress of humanity. We are 
beginning to hear a great deal nowadays about the "menace" 
of leisure. It has been estimated that with the perfecting of 
mechanical devices the man of the future will be able to satisfy 
his material wants by working not more than four hours a day. 
It is vain to anticipate that the rank and file will use this release 
from outer activity intelligently unless the leaders, notably 
those in high academic station, show the way. The notion of true 
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leisure is the ultimate source of the standards of any education 
that deserves to be called liberal. When even a few of our college 
and university presidents show that they are thinking to some 
purpose on the nature of leisure it will be time enough to talk of 
"America's coming of age." 

As it is, our institutions of learning seem to be becoming more 
and more hotbeds of "idealism." Their failure, on the whole, to 
achieve standards as something quite distinct from ideals on the 
one hand, and standardization on the other, may prove a fact of 
sinister import for the future of American civilization. The war­
fare that is being waged at the present time by Mr. Sinclair 
Lewis and others against a standardized Philistinism continues 
in the main the protest that has been made for several generations 
past by the temperamentalists, hard or soft, against the mecha­
nizing of life by the utilitarian. This protest has been, and is likely 
to continue to be, ineffectual. The fruitful opposite of the stand­
ardized Philistine is not the Bohemian, nor again the hard tem-
peramentalist or superman, as Mr. Mencken conceives him, but 
the man of leisure. Leisure involves an inner effort with reference to 
standards that is opposed to the sheer expansion of temperament, 
as it is to every other form of sheer expansion. 

Perhaps a reason why the standards of the humanist are less 
popular in this country than the ideals of the humanitarian is 
that these standards set bounds to the acquisitive life; whereas it 
seems possible to combine a perfect idealism with an orgy of 
unrestricted commercialism. It is well for us to try to realize 
how we appear to others in this matter. Our growing unpopularity 
abroad is due no doubt in part to envy of our material success, 
but it also arises from the proneness of the rest of the world to 
judge us, not by the way we feel about ourselves, but by our 
actual performance. If we are in our own eyes a nation of idealists, 
we are, according to our most recent French critic, M. Andre 
Siegfried,* a "nation of Pharisees." The European, M. Siegfried 
would have us believe, still has a concern for the higher values 
of civilization, whereas the American is prepared to sacrifice 
these values ruthlessly to mass production and material effi­
ciency. 

I t is easy to detect under this assumption the latest form of a 
"certain condescension in foreigners." The breakdown of cultural 

* See his volume Les Etats-Unis d'aujourd'hui (1927) translated under the title America 
Comes of Age. 
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standards is European as well as American. I t is not clear that 
M. Siegfried himself has an adequate notion of the form of effort 
that can alone serve as a counterpoise to the one-sided activity 
of the utilitarian. His assertion that Europe, appalled at the 
American excess of standardization, is inclined to turn from Henry 
Ford to Gandhi is more picturesque than convincing. At the 
same time his anatomy of our favorite ideal of service is not 
without interest. This ideal opposes no effective barrier to our 
expansiveness. An unchecked expansiveness on the national scale 
is always imperialistic. Among the ingredients of a possible 
American imperialism M. Siegfried enumerates the American's 
"great self-satisfaction, his rather brutal sense of his own inter­
ests, and the consciousness, still more dangerous, of his 'duties' 
towards humanity." M. Siegfried admits however that our im­
perialism is likely to be of a new and subtle essence, not concerned 
primarily with territorial aggrandizement. 

A proper discussion of Mr. Siegfried's position as well as of 
other issues I have been raising would transcend the limits of an 
article. My end has been accomplished if I have justified in some 
measure the statement with which I started as to the importance 
of cultivating a general critical intelligence. James Russell 
Lowell's dictum that before having an American literature we 
must have an American criticism was never truer than it is to-day. 
The obvious reply to those who call for more creation and less 
criticism is that one needs to be critical above all in examining 
what now passes for creation. A scrutiny of this kind would, 
I have tried to show, extend beyond the bounds of literature 
to various aspects of our national life and would converge finally 
on our higher education. 

We cannot afford to accept as a substitute for this true criticism 
the self-expression of Mr. Mencken and his school, unless indeed we 
are to merit the comment that is, I am told, made on us by South 
Americans: "They are not a very serious people!" To be sure, 
the reader may reflect that I am myself a critic, or would-be critic. 
I can only express the hope that, in my magnifying of the critical 
function, I do not offer too close a parallel to the dancing-master 
in MoHere who averred, it will be remembered, that "all the mis­
takes of men, the fatal reverses that fill the world's annals, the 
shortcomings of statesmen, and the blunders of great captains 
arise from not knowing how to dance." 
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THE SOUTH 

CoRRA H A R R I S 

Forum 'Table Talk 

nHIS tide suggests a schoolgirl's essay in the early eighties, 
when we were still smarting from the reconstruction 
policies inflicted upon us after the Civil War, and suffering 

from the meddlesome altruism of the North. In those days one 
of the accomplishments of every girl was to clasp her hands, lift 
her tearful gaze, and recite, "Furl that Banner," I have done this 
myself and felt all the exaltation of the noble defeat my fathers 
suffered under that banner. 

Now I have no such sensations. I have grown up and grown old 
in this outrageous South, and I have come to love its outrageous-
ness as the very foundation of my personal virtues and per­
versities. We are all hardened Southerners by this time without 
feeling bad or proud about it. 

Still, comparisons are odious, and I should not choose this 
subject if the editor of T H E FORUM had not urged me to do so. 
As a victor in this long struggle of sixty years, I entertain the 
kindest sentiments toward the North, and I have a disposition to 
be generous toward the people of that section and the mistakes 
they have made in interpretmg and judging us. Their fault is t t e 
natural consequence of a sort of artificial egotism, acquired 
through the advantages of wealth, and a curiously excessive 
value they place upon their machine-turned faculties, so far as 
education and culture go. By nature they are awkward, plain 
people, mentally without much native power of personality — 
while your Southerner is a Simon-pure egotist by nature. He is 
bom that way, a victor in consciousness, regardless of any defeat, 
who has endured the presumptuous criticism of the North for 
more than half a century without batting an eye or turning a 
hair. 

The mythical "Dixie" of romance has passed away along with 
a certain class of fiction, based on tears, pride, and poverty. The 
fact is, it never existed. Southern writers perceived that their 
readers were in the North and that the people there entertained 
some kind of drooling, high-minded notion of how we felt in the 
South. So our writers up to 1900 wrote to please them — absurd 
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