
THE PRESSING NEED: INDUSTRIAL 
CONSCRIPTION 

BY HAROLD G, MOULTON 

T H E conduct of war on an extensive scale is invariably 
accompanied by a rapid rise in the cost of living. The 
increase in prices is not confined to supplies that are required 
in great quantities by the armies in the field; it seems to 
apply with more or less severity to all classes of goods,— 
to practically everything that enters into the general con­
sumption of the people. The high cost of living therefore 
becomes one of the most acute of the internal problems 
connected with war; and the regulation of prices in the inter­
ests of the masses is regarded as one of the most important 
duties of the Government. 

There appear to be two lines of reasoning,—perhaps one 
might better say two sorts of reactions—that favor Govern­
ment control of prices. One is a popular argument and the 
other may be called for want of a better term, a " scientific 
argument." In the view of the general public high prices in 
war time are in considerable measure the result of manipula­
tion by traitorous malefactors who take advantage of the 
Government's needs and the public's ignorance and lack of 
organization,—who reap where they have not sown, who 
make fortunes, indeed, without rendering any equivalent in 
service to society. The control of prices in the interests of 
the many as against the machinations of the few therefore 
makes a very simple and elementary appeal to our notions 
of right and wrong, to our sense of plain fairness and justice. 
Closely associated with this reason for price control is the 
idea tlaat large profits should not be permitted, even when 
they do not result from manipulation, monopolizing or im-
fair practices, for the simple reason that it is unpatriotic to 
reap advantage in any way from the Government's needs. 
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" Profiteering " becomes in war time a new form of evil, 
one which should be suppressed with a strong hand. 

The more carefully reasoned argument for price control 
recognizes that the causes of rising prices cannot be wholly 
ascribed to the machinations of speculators, traders, middle­
men and monopolists, or to an enormous Government de­
mand; that they depend, indeed, in considerable measure 
upon fundamental underlying conditions—upon the demand 
for and supply of commodities in general, or as some would 
prefer to put it, upon the quantity of money and credit 
available for purchasing such goods. But the " scientific " 
argument for price control does not depend upon the causes 
of rising prices; it merely accepts the fact of high prices, 
and uses this fact as a point of departure. The real argu­
ments are, first, that the high prices which the Government 
has to pay for the materials it needs greatly increases the 
money cost of the war and necessitates a heavier burden of 
taxation than would otherwise be required. Second, the 
high prices that the public is compelled to pay for commodi­
ties that enter into general consumption result in lowering 
the standard of living of the masses, in consequence of the 
failure of wages and salaries to advance with equal rapidity. 
This loss of consuming power falls with unusual severity 
upon people of moderate incomes,—upon those least able to 
stand the burden,—and hence is one of the most important 
of the indirect burdens of war. Indirectly, these losses may 
be regarded as costs of the war, costs which fall in inverse 
ratio to ability to pay, thus violating the most fundamental 
principle of just taxation. Price control is thei-efore a neces­
sary corrective of the inequalities of war burdens. 

Pushing this economic argument still further, price con­
trol is necessary in order to prevent the poor from having 
inadequate consumption of wealth. The masses of society 
must be kept above the level of mere subsistence, in order 
that all may be physically efficient and mentally alert for 
the onerous business of war. Indeed, when a nation is 
pressed to the wall in a war of attrition, price control, to­
gether with a distributive dictatorship for the necessities of 
life, becomes an indispensable agency for equalizing wealth, 
—for parceling out the national store of goods in accordance 
with the physical requirements of people rather than accord­
ing to the fatness of their respective pocketbooks; thereby 
postponing as long as possible the date of final exhaustion. 
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Finally, price control has its political purpose. Just 
distribution of the burdens of war and alleviation of the 
economic pressure upon the lower classes serves to suppress 
the rising tide of discontent and internal dissension; it helps 
to maintain a united front and to buttress the courage of all 
classes at home; while at the same time it affords small com­
fort or hope to the enemies abroad. In a prolonged struggle 
it is indispensable as a means of maintaining the morale of 
the people. 

The agitation for the regulation of prices usually devel­
ops rather late in a war; but in the present conflict we are 
beginning very early not only to agitate the question but 
also to develop the machinery necessary to effective control. 
This is in part owing to the world wide effect of the long 
continued struggle in Europe, the enormous rise in prices 
abroad having foimd concurrent reflection in the United 
States during the past two years; and in part it is due to 
mere imitation of the policy of the nations of Europe. 

I t is the purpose of this paper to direct attention to some 
serious dangers in connection with price regulation in the 
form in which it will likely be developed in the coming 
months. There are two sorts of problems in connection with 
price control,—one relating to the effective enforcement of 
the provisions of law, and the other relating to the industrial 
(and military) effects of such regulation. I t is not a part 
of my present purpose to discuss routine problems of admin­
istration; nor is it my intention to discuss all the consequences 
of price regulation. I shall confine the discussion to the rela­
tion of price regulation to the rapid mobilization of our indus­
trial resources for the business of war. In order clearly to 
reveal the problems involved it will be necessary to outline 
first the industrial requirements of the present situation. 

In all ordinary wars the problem of industrial mobiliza­
tion is comparatively simple. I t involves, first, raising rev­
enue for the Government. This revenue is then expended 
by the Government for war supplies—ships, mimitions, and 
materials. These supplies are in part purchased abroad, and 
in part from domestic producers,—from already existing 
industrial establishments whose ordinary peace-time produc­
tion is of a kind identical with the Government's needs, or so 
nearly of the Government pattern that only a relatively 
slight reorganization of the industrial process is required. 
But the present conflict is unusual in two important respects, 
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in consequence of which the problem of industrial mobiliza­
tion is essentially different from what it has been in previous 
wars. 

In the first place, it is impossible for the United States 
to receive any appreciable aid from outside,—that is, from 
other countries. Most of the world is at war and the avail­
able sxipplies of the remaining " neutrals " are already mort­
gaged to other belligerents. In consequence, the ships, muni­
tions, supplies and food required must all be produced by 
the current energy of the American people. As a nation we 
cannot borrow the sinews of war from outsiders on our prom­
ise to pay them back at some future date. We cannot there­
fore in any real sense pass the burdens or costs of war on to 
the next generation. The things with which we are to fight 
must be produced and paid for as we go. 

In the second place, the present conflict is being con­
ducted on so tremendous a scale that the supplies required 
during the first year of the war cannot possibly all be pro­
duced by the usual process of utilizing existing steel plants, 
clothing establishments, ship yards, etc., for the manufacture 
of war materials. The AlUed Governments are planning to 
spend nearly $20,000,000,000 in the markets of the United 
States during the current year for war supplies. Can we 
produce $20,000,000,000 of supplies from existing munitions 
plants and from other factories that are readily adapted to 
the production of war supplies? The answer must be an 
unqualified, an overwhelming negative. Let us take some 
particular type of war material, such as iron and steel, 
and ascertain if we have a sufficient number of factories to 
produce the quantities required. The recent report of the 
plans of the United States War Department show that the 
Department should raise for the fiscal year ending June 30, 
1918, $5,917,878,347.98 of revenue. The items enmnerated 
call for iron and steel for ordnance stores and ammunition, 
for automatic machine rifles, for armored motor cars, for 
armament of coast fortifications, for submarine bases, for 
submarine mines, for aeroplanes, etc. I t is impossible from 
the data furnished to estimate precisely what percentage of 
the huge total must be spent for iron and steel, but on the 
most conservative of estimates it appears that the War De­
partment wishes $2,000,000,000 for iron and steel products. 
But to this total must be added the enormous amounts 
required for the emergency fleet and for the navy's new war-
voL. ccvi.—NO. 745 57 
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ships, cruisers, submarines, destroyers, etc. The emergency 
fleet must be as large as we can possibly make it; for it 
appears more and more that the success of the Allies pri­
marily depends upon the number of ships that we can 
furnish within the next year or two. Finally, we must 
still add to the total of iron and steel demanded the great 
quantities of structural steel required for the upbuilding 
of the shattered and inadequate transport and industrial 
equipment of France and Russia; and the enormous supplies 
of munitions that our Allies must have before the grand 
offensive can hope to succeed. For the fiscal year ending 
June 30, 1917, we exported $1,100,000,000 of iron and steel 
products.^ Should we do less now that our strength is defi­
nitely and officially cast in the scales against Germany? 
Can we hope to break the power of the Hohenzollerns 
unless we emploj? against them vastly greater quantities of 
iron than has yet been used? Certainly the war has taught 
that defensive trench warfare can be overcome only by the 
use of unlimited steel. Costly as this steel may be, it is, still, 
less costly than man power, than the human lives that would 
otherwise be sacrificed before the war could end. 

What now do these totals of iron and steel aggregate? 
I t would appear that they cannot possibly equal less than 
$4,000,000,000 of steel products, to be produced in the 
United States this current year. This is but twenty per 
cent of our contemplated war expenditures, twenty per cent 
of the total for the most indispensable of all war weapons. 
I t would seem from these rough estimates that $4,000,000,-
000 is a very conservative figure. But after all we need not 
concern ourselves with exact figures. I t is enough that we 
should have as many billions of iron and steel manufactures 
as we can possibly produce, in order that the war may end 
in the shortest possible time. 

Let us now inquire if we have munitions plants in suf­
ficient mmiber to produce $4,000,000,000 of iron and steel 
for war purposes. According to the Statistical Abstract 
of the United States the total value of all manufactures of 
iron and steel products in 1915 was $1,236,318,458.' The 
figures for 1916 are not yet available, but estimates indicate 
that the total will hardly reach $1,800,000,000. I t appears, 

'O . C. Austin, Statistician for The National City Bank, New York: In the 
Americas, Vol. 3, No. 10, p. 31. 

' Statistical Abstract of the United States [1918] p. 713. 
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therefore, that if all the manufacturers of iron and steel in 
the United States were of war materials, we should have a 
total equal to less than half the amovmt required by this 
year's war program. In fact, moreover, not all of the exist­
ing plants will be devoted to the production of munitions. 
Much steel must be used in keeping existing munitions plants 
in repair; thei'e are many industries ancillary to the business 
of war that require great quantities of steel, for maintenance 
and up-keep and for extensions; and there are other indus­
tries that will obtain some iron and steel even though such 
industries are non-essential for war purposes. 

I t follows from the foregoing analysis that if we are 
to procure the requisite production of iron and steel this 
year we must make up the deficiency in one of the following 
ways: first, by increasing the output of existing plants; sec­
ond, by constructing new plants; or, third, by converting 
other industrial establishments into munitions factories. 
With reference to the first alternative the Iron Age tells 
us in a recent issue that all the existing plants, including the 
new construction of the past three years, are already pro­
ducing virtually at full capacity. 

The second alternative holds little more promise, for it 
usually requires more than a year to construct a steel plant; 
and steel is used, moreover, in the building of the plant 
itself. To build a large number of steel plants is therefore 
to consume large quantities of steel without any hope of 
return in the present year. I am not here arguing that no 
new plants should be constructed, for we must plan not for 
one year only but for several; I am merely pointing out that 
not much, if any, help may be expected from the second 
alternative during the first year. 

The third alternative possesses a substantial advantage 
in that it utilizes existing industrial plants and thereby saves 
great quantities of structural steel. I t reduces to a minimum 
the use of iron and steel in the process of procuring the 
means for new steel production; though conversion to new 
lines of manufacture obviously cannot be effected without 
the use of considerable quantities of iron and steel products, 
in the form of special machinery, if not in the plant itself. 
The third alternative also possesses an indispensable advan­
tage in that it is quicker than the second; and speed is all-
important. We must tremendously increase our output of 
iron and steel products in the shortest possible time if we 
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are to render om- maximum aid in the struggle,—perchance 
if we are to win the war at all. The rehabilitation of our 
industrial plants for the manufacture of war materials is 
therefore the paramoimt requirement of the time. 

In the foregoing analysis we have used iron and steel 
for illustration. The analysis applies, though perhaps in 
less degree, to the production of all the other forms of war 
supplies, khaki, cotton, wool, leather, food, wood, cement, 
brick, etc. If Vi'̂e are to render ovu" maximum service in the 
war we must attract labor and capital into the production 
of these indispensable war supplies. 

Now for the dangers of price control. Several forms of 
price control have been suggested in one source or another; 
but the one that is most commonly advocated,—the one that 
makes the strongest appeal to conservative public opinion, 
is price control Ijased on cost of production. I t is believed 
that industries, even those producing war supplies, are en­
titled to "reasonable" profits; and "reasonable" profits 
have to be reckoned from a basis of cost. Let us assume 
that six per cent is a reasonable profit; then a plant pro­
ducing a commodity at a unit cost (including selling costs) 
of $1.00, should be permitted to sell at not more than $1.06. 
To the uninitiated the problem of price control seems, there­
fore, a relatively simple problem. 

But there are varying costs in different plants engaged in 
the same line of activity. Plant A has a cost of $1.00; plant 
B of $1.10, and plant C of $1.20. These differences of cost 
may be due to various causes: difference in location, differ­
ence in management, difference in volume of output, etc. 
But it is clear that the product of all is imperatively required. 
Price control, therefore, must not force any of them out of 
business. Now if the price fixed were $1.06 it would give 
a reasonable profit to plant A but it would not even cover 
costs for plants B and C. The price must obviously be high 
enough to give a " reasonable " profit to the plant with the 
highest cost of production,—with marginal cost, to use the 
common term of the economist. This means concretely, in 
the case before us, a price of $1.27. I t should be noted, 
however, that this obviously means more than " reasonable " 
profits for all plants whose cost is less than $1.20. I t means 
in certain cases enormous rates of dividend for certain pecu­
liarly efiicient or peculiarly fortunate establishments. 

This necessity of basing prices on the marginal or high-

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



I N D U S T R I A L C O N S C R I P T I O N 901 

est cost of production in existing plants has been discussed 
in various quarters of late. The President apparently had 
it in mind when he recently spoke of profits that would insure 
efficiency of production and make possible replacement and 
extensions as well. But thus far I have been unable to find 
any recognition of the necessity of using as the basis of price 
fixing a cost that is actually higher than the marginal cost 
in existing factories. What do I mean? 

I mean that not only must price control not drive existing 
factories out of the production of war supplies, but that it 
must not cut off the inducements to business men to shift 
from non-war industries to war business. We have seen 
that the paramoimt necessity is industrial reorganization,— 
the shifting of labor and capital from lines of activity that 
are unimportant for war purposes to the lines that are im­
peratively necessary. Price control, in the interests of the 
general consuming public, or as a means of lessening the 
money costs of the Government for materials, must not be 
allowed to stand in the way of industrial mobilization. Let 
us consider the possible dangers. 

X is a manufacturer of a commodity that is imimportant 
for war purposes. His plant could be made over into an 
establishment for the manufacture of war supplies at a cost 
of $100,000. H e reasons that since he has had no experience 
in this particular line of manufacture his management will 
not be very efficient the first year. Furthermore, his loca­
tion is not favorable for this business; and his transporta­
tion costs for raw materials and unfinished products will 
therefore be unusually heavy. He knows that there is a 
scarcity of labor skilled in this line of work and that to get 
laborers at all he must offer high enough wages to induce 
them to leave steady positions elsewhere and cast their lot 
with him for a period of indefinite duration. He must there­
fore count on highly paid yet inefficient labor. He estimates 
his total outlay and finds that his cost would approximate 
$1.40 per unit, as compared with a top cost of $1.20 for exist­
ing plants in that line. That is to say, his cost would be 
$1.40 if he could charge off depreciation on this $100,000 
expended in rehabilitation at the usual rate. But, the dura­
tion of the war is imcertain. I t may be that he will have 
to re-rehabilitate his factory before he actually has a chance 
to manufacture war supplies. In any event there is sure 
to be a heavy, but indefinite, obsolescence factor, which must 
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be added as one of the costs of production. The exact total 
obviously becomes guess work; but let us assume that X 
could know that it would be not more than $1,60. This is 
a high cost, but prices of war materials have been soaring 
rapidly and they bid fair soon to reach $1.75 in this line. 
X has about decided to make the plunge, when the Govern­
ment steps in and fixes a price based on costs in already 
existing munitions plants—a price of $1.27, to use the illus­
trative case given above. Do we need to inquire further 
whether X will decide to manufacture war supplies? 

I t will be apparent that the danger of price control that 
is revealed in these illustrations is inherently related to the 
process of mobilizing our industries for war,—of directing 
the national energy into the most effective channels. In a 
preceding paragraph attention was called to the fact that in 
the present war the United States is beginning very early 
the agitation for efl:ective price regulation. Now it is just 
because of this early start that the gravest dangers of price 
control have arisen. The sort of price regulation that is 
being advocated works at direct cross purposes with the para­
mount requirements of the hour. We must have more ships, 
more munitions, more supplies, more food than can possibly 
be produced with the present alignment of industry; whole­
sale reorganization of our industrial life is imperative. But 
if prices are fixed so low as to offer no adequate inducement 
to business men to shift to the lines of enterprise that are 
indispensable for war, it inevitably follows that industrial 
reorganization will be tremendously retarded,—that, to put 
it in its final terms, we will not secure the production of all 
the munitions and materials of war that are so imperatively 
necessary. The crux of our difficulty lies in the fact that in 
invoking price control in the interests of the Government as 
a purchaser of war supplies and of the general public as 
purchasers of consumers' goods, its advocates have utterly 
failed to recognize that it stands diametrically opposed to the 
shifting of industrial energy that is required. The argument 
assumes that it is only with existing producers of war sup­
plies that we need be concerned. I t is contended that we 
must not allow such individuals and corporations as chance 
to be fortunately placed in the industrial system to profit 
unduly from the war situation. We all sympathize with 
this idea, as a matter of course; but we must look beyond,— 
if we are to avoid the most serious consequences,—to the 
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effect of price regulation upon the rapid and effective mobil­
ization of our industrial resources. 

Is there, now, any means whereby we may extricate our­
selves from the dilemma? Must we forego price control for 
the present year in order that industrial mobilization may be 
effected in the shortest possible time? Must we, if we choose 
to control prices in the interests of the many, incur the dire 
penalty of retarded mobilization,—of possible defeat? Is 
there no happy medium, no middle course that will avoid the 
shoals in either direction? 

There appear to be three main alternatives before us. 
The first is to let prices adjust themselves at what level they 
may, under the working of unrestricted economic forces, and 
then to employ taxation of excess profits as the corrective. 
The necessary inducement would thus be left open for an 
increase of production in war lines. The price would adjust 
itself to the highest cost of production necessary to secure 
the requisite supply; and the extra profits of all those with 
costs less than this would be appropriated by the Govern­
ment. This method of adjusting the difficiilty is inadequate, 
however, for the reason that it does not alleviate the distress 
of the masses resulting from the high cost of living; and it 
therefore does not serve to strengthen the morale of the 
people and to develop a vmited and wholehearted support of 
the Government in the prosecution of the war. 

The second alternative is to fix nominal prices,—and have 
the Government underwrite the losses of any concerns who 
cannot then produce at a profit. Under this system the 
prices fixed would doubtless be at approximately the level 
at which they stood before the war; that is, they would be 
customary piices. This method would obviously still require 
the use of excess profits taxation for such establishments as 
have costs below the normal; but it would possess the great 
merit of keeping down the cost of living for the lower classes. 
I t is possible that so far as our problem relates to existing 
munitions factories, etc., this method might be employed with 
a fair degree of success. I say " fair " degree of success, for 
it must be remembered that the problems involved in ascer­
taining costs and reasonable profits in any establishment are 
baffling problems in themselves, as is also the enforcement 
of the price fixed. However, in time I believe we might 
succeed in working out a system that would be much superior 
to a condition of no regulation whatever; for after all, exist-
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ing establishments may be in some degree reached by the 
appeal of patriotism; and in any event, aside from evasion 
of the \sm, they have no practical alternative other than to 
accept the price that is fixed and to trust the Government 
to make good any losses that may ultimately be shown. They 
cannot well go out of business; their best chance is to place 
their trust in the word of the Government. 

But when it comes to inducing additional capital to en­
gage in the production of war supplies this method is foimd 
to have very serious shortcomings. I t must be observed that 
the method is a voluntary one. If a manufacturer does not 
wish to turn to the production of price controlled war sup­
plies he does not need to do so. He has usually a profitable 
alternative, that of continuing to devote his plant to the pro­
duction of supplies that are not adapted to war uses, but 
which yet enter into general consumption. I t should be 
observed here that what the Government must promise, is to 
cover all costs incident to the transition into the war busi­
ness; the losses due to high cost of operation while engaged 
in the manufacture of war supplies; and finally the losses 
incident to the transition back to peace-time industiy in the 
period of reconstruction at the close of the war. Now there 
may be a few who would volunteer under these circum­
stances; but the general tendency in any event would be'to 
delay as long as possible,—to delay perchance too long to 
be of any assistance in the prosecution of the war. If the 
dire need of the Government for supplies were fully appre­
ciated in advance. the difficulty here would doubtless be 
greatly minimized; but the plain, blunt truth is that we 
have as yet little conception of the enormous quanti­
ties of war material that will be demanded in the coming 
months, and the enormous shifting of industrial energy that 
must occur. Until very recently the assumption has been 
general that prodviction in all lines ought to continue largely 
as usual,—that the war can be carried as an extra. Current 
discussion is practically all in terms of the present distribu­
tion of our industrial energy. 

But even if the Government should definitely call for 
volunteers in this industrial shifting, and promise all who 
should respond that adequate profits would be guaranteed 
them, does it follow that the requisite industrial reorganiza­
tion would promptly ensue? I t must be granted certainly 
that it would succeed no better than the volunteer system of 
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raising troops; in fact, I believe it would be much less effica­
cious than the raising of volunteer armies. In the first place, 
the psychology of the situation is unfavorable to industrial 
volunteering. The industrial manager who turns to the 
manufacture of war supplies does not become an employee 
of the Government, with a chance of winning shoulder straps 
and decorations together with the undying gratitude of his 
fellow citizens. He is more likely to be regarded as a " profi­
teer." Again, a volunteer for the army merely has to enlist 
at a recruiting office; beyond that he has no personal responsi­
bility,—his daily activities are controlled to the last degree 
by the army organization. But an industrial manager who 
volunteers his establishment for war purposes does not enter 
directly into the governmental organization, and the responsi­
bility of reorganizing and managing the business remains as 
before. In the very nature of things, the process of industrial 
shifting cannot be co-ordinated vmder a volunteer system. 
At best it is a haphazard, time consuming, utterly inefficient 
method of industrial reorganization. 

The third alternative is to fix nominal prices and under­
write the losses of those who cannot cover costs at the prices 
established, as in the previous method, but then resort to the 
method of conscription to secure the requisite productive 
energy in war lines. Such a method alone, it seems to me, 
will ensure industrial reorganization at minimum cost, with 
minimvmi uncertainty and—most important of all—in min­
imum time. Industrial conscription appears to be an impera­
tive prerequisite to price-regulation, when such regulation 
is undertaken early in the war, before the mobilization of our 
industries has been accomplished. 

To attempt to keep pi'ices low and then at the same time 
to rely upon high prices as the inducement to industrial mobi­
lization is obviously a flat contradiction and can result only 
in preventing the rapid reorganization of our industries. To 
substitute the method of government guaranty of reasonable 
profits, while relying upon volunteers, is better, yet wholly 
inadequate to meet the pressing requirements of the hour. 
To substitute for the volunteer system, the method of indus­
trial conscription is simply to parallel in industrial mobiliza­
tion the certainty and celerity that has been attained in mili­
tary mobilization through the machinery of the selective 
draft. 

HAROLD G . MOULTON. 
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I AM A JEW 
[Because of the intimate character of this poignant disclosure, the 

author prefers to withliold his name. It is, however, known to the 
Editor of the REVIEW, as is the writer's authenticity as an American 
Hebrew.—The Editor.] 

I HAVE lived in this Western World of yours all my life. 
I know no other. There are times when I seem to myself to 
be at ease in it. There are times when to you I seem to be 
too much at ease in it. Yet it is strange to me; and hi my 
heart I know that it will always be strange. To me it is a 
world of dots and dashes, colorless and cold and bewildering. 
I t encroaches upon me. I t invades me. I want to shove it 
off—and cannot. 

Were I a Chinaman I would smile a long smile. Seeing 
the sights of your world, I should see them not. Hearing the 
clangor and the rimabling of your cities, my ears would yet 
be filled with a great silence. And I myself should be 
wandering backward and forward on the mystical path which 
leads beyond death and before birth and into the happy life 
of useless spreading trees, and becomes one with the progress 
of white clouds swimming softly through the air above blue 
waters. 

Were I a Hindu I should breathe so deep that my black 
eyes would be swallowed up altogether by their blacker 
pupils. Then the trivial shapes of things would disappear. 
Only the intense vibrations of their souls would be visible, 
as the eyes of a cat are visible in the darkness. 

Were I a Russian—for the Russian, too, is of the East, 
although in the West—I should be so full of wonder over 
the fact of my own existence, so fascinated by the bizarre 
forms of my own chasing thoughts, that your disillusioned 
world, impatient with one so incurably childlike, would leave 
me in peace. 

But I am a Jew. I cannot pretend that I do not see, that 
I do not hear, that I do not feel. And I am made bitter by 
all the ugliness that is under yoirr pale Western sun—bitter 
and critical and sardonic. 
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Then you say, " The Jew is full of hate." And you 
draw away. 

I t may be that the Jew is full of hate. Or it may be 
that the heart of the Jew is full of longing—a longing so 
vague, so deep, and so anguished that even to himself it 
seems impossible that, either in this world or in any world 
which the Creator of Worlds might devise, it could ever be 
satisfied. To him it seems that your drab curtain of here and 
now cuts off the luminous vision of his hope. We slash at 
that curtain with the sword of our sarcasm, of our bitter­
ness. Yet you need have no fear. For our sword is but a 
ghostly sword. And we who wield it are a nation of ghosts. 

You are an American. And the word " American" 
stretches like a vast protective tent over you and over the 
hundred millions of your fellow-countrymen. 

I am a Jew. And the word " Jew " is seared like a brand 
between my shoulder-blades, as it is between the shoulder-
blades of each of the twelve million members of my race. 

There are times when I could wish that I had been born 
into a Ghetto of the Middle Ages; or into some squalid vil­
lage in the Russian Pale; or even into a tenement of New 
York's Lower East Side. For then I should have come at 
once into my rich inheritance. I should have known what I 
was. I should have been wholly a Jew. I know that the 
Mediaeval Ghetto, the Russian Pale, and the East Side— 
are Hell. But Hell is not the worst. The worst is Limbo. 

I was bom into Limbo—that pallid and genteel limbo, 
an uptown side-street in New York City; one of those color­
less and respectable streets whose denizens are neither rich 
nor poor, neither good nor bad, neither all Jews nor all 
Gentiles. 

I t was a day when the phrase " self-made man " was a 
term of the highest approval. The people among whom I 
was born were, in a sense, " self-made " Gentiles. Not that 
they denied their origin. I t would never have occurred to 
them to do that, even had their origin not been written so 
clearly on their features, with all the down-strokes hard and 
definite, as in old-fashioned German script. 

Nor did they desire that their children, nor that their 
children's children, should marry outside their race and beget 
great-grandchildren who should be half-Gentile in blood as 
well as in spirit. After all—they were JCAVS. That was 
the rock bottom of their lives, never to be blasted away. Yet 
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haxdly less fundsimental was the conviction that it was well 
not to insist too strongly on their Jewishness; not to flaunt 
it before strangers; not to be " too Jewish." 

To be " too Jewish " (it was thus that they strove to 
overcome their deepest instincts with fair reasoning) would 
be doing a disservice to the Jews themselves: for would it 
not increase the contempt of the Gentile for all of us? They 
knew that in this country appearances count for much. Why, 
then, with opportunities all but unlimited for those who 
will adapt themselves—why insist on one's differences? 
Indeed, why not bend a little toward the prevalent uni­
formity? For why come to a land where no Ghetto walls 
have ever been, if one insists, by one's own excessive Jewish­
ness, on erecting them around the brownstone house which 
one has achieved? 

Members of my race there have been who have laid 
aside their individuality as a garment, in order to make of 
themselves spokesmen of the very spirit of the race. And 
One there was so great that he could lay aside even our race 
as a garment, and make himself the spokesman of the 
universal spirit. You in America today are uninitiated in 
these mysteries. Inspiration—incai-nation: of these things 
you know so little that in your hearts you do not believe that 
they exist. And so you have been forced to make of your 
own professed faith precisely that thing which it is not. 

One of the most earnest and most representative of 
your writers attempted, not long ago, to " rephrase the un­
changing truths of Christianity in accordance with the needs 
and understanding of our time." He declared—and many 
there are among you who echo him—^that the wonderful 
thing about Christ was his " personalitj^," his "individuality." 

Now (if a Jew may be permitted to speak about one of 
the great ones of his people) the wonderful thing about 
Christ was his willingness to resign his " personality," to let 
go his " individuality." Other teachers there have been who 
have also desired to let the divine light shine through them 
upon mankind. But they were like cathedral windows, 
demanding that the light enhance the beauty of their color 
and design, before passing through to the waiting people. 
Christ effaced himself, making himself pure as crystal for 
the passage of the spirit. 

To make of oneself a medium for that which is greater 
than oneself is not regarded by you in America today as a 
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virtue. On the contrary, each man of you no sooner reaches 
years of discretion and disillusion, than he shuts that door 
of his spirit which leads in from the imiversal, the mysterious, 
and proceeds to make of himself a very special and highly 
individualized thing—in order that he may be easily recogn­
ized in the crowd. Often he turns himself into a caricature 
of himself in this effort to make sharp and clear the outlines 
which mark him off from the others. And if America 
nevertheless lacks towering personalities, if, as the son of 
the great Tolstoi has pointed out, she suffers from uniformity 
as from a pest, that is not at all because you lack the will 
to be different, one from the other, but rather that you are 
so eager to be different that you cannot forbear imitating one 
another's methods of distinguishing oneself from the crowd. 

But the Jew lacks this modern, this Western itch to cut 
himself off from the branch which bore him. He has no 
desire that people admire his independence, and the unique­
ness of his form, as he lies with other broken twigs upon 
the ground. I t is not in him. But he can imitate it. There 
is nothing the Jew cannot imitate. There is nothing the 
Jew does not imitate. Often he imitates so well that he 
deceives those whom he imitates. But he never imitates so 
well that he permanently deceives himself. And he never, 
try as he will, quite succeeds in shutting the door on that 
which is more truly himself than this self-made personality 
of his: on the spirit of his race. 

So, in the end, the difference between one Jew and 
another—between myself and the old-clothes-man who nods 
to me with a familiarity which I used to resent, but which 
now I acknowledge as true—is nothing. That which we 
have in common is everything. And my worst enemy is that 
Gentile who, with an air of friendliness, tries to assure me 
that it is otherwise. 

I do not know in what way prejudice against the Jew 
can help the Gentile. But there are times when it serves 
the Jew to good purpose. 

To nearly every Jew whose life is not too hard and 
cramped and bitter, there comes a time when the outer world 
takes on a clear beauty which tempts him to forget entirely 
that which he is, and, in a spirit akin to that of the ancient 
Greek, worship gladly and freely the spirit of visible love­
liness. I t was a stage in the passage of the race. I t is a 
stage in the passage of the individual. I t seems to be part 
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of the function of the anti-Jewish prejudice to prevent him 
from lingering too long at this stage. So, at least, it was 
for me. 

I remember one summer when the whole world seemed 
to be unfolding. I was sixteen. As my canoe would glide 
up the river, the smell of the hayflelds was sweet. And 
vivid and salt were the marshes through which I returned 
at low tide. At daybreak to rovŝ  out over the sea, and watch, 
in a light strangely clear, the level line of the inroUing waves, 
with their resistless heave; at moonlight to walk through the 
whispering woods; or to lie on my back in the grass and be 
caught up through my eyes into the web of the starry spaces: 
all this was drunkenness and pure delight. I learned that 
in this world of wonder there are girls, and women too, with 
grace and beauty indescribable, with an unearthly sweetness 
which troubled one delightfully, which, even to think of, 
made the heart to lose a beat. 

I stayed at the one hotel which " took Jews "—to put 
it blimtly as it was put to me. One hotel was enough. Nor 
did it seem to matter much that on the river, at the beach, 
on the road through the woods, I and those with me were 
sometimes looked at with unfriendly interest. 

My world was complete without these people. I did not 
see how they could rob me of any part of it. 

I hurried through the next fall and winter and spring, 
intent on getting back there. Then I wrote to the hotel's 
proprietor for my room. The answer was: " Impossible." 
When I insisted on Imowing why, I was told that the pres­
ence of Jews at the resort was strongly objected to by the 
cottagers, the permanent residents, and the guests at the 
other hotels; and that they had threatened the proprietor 
with personal violence, as well as the destruction of his prop­
erty, if he allowed them to return. I had visions of irate 
cottagers and summer guests armed with torches to burn 
down the hotel. By these visions I knew that I was no blithe 
pagan to whom had been granted the freedom of the world 
of trees and waters, but a Jew, barred out of Paradise by 
the angel with the flaming sword, I was eating of the fruit 
of the tree of knowledge. And a bitter fruit it was. 

I t seems that the taint which the Jew leaves upon a 
hotel can be so lasting that, even after his physical presence 
has been removed, memories of his having been there con­
tinue to make the place to a certain extent uninhabitable. 
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The proprietor lost so much money that summer that when 
the next summer came he invited his old patrons back. Many 
of them came. They loved the place, and knew that else­
where they could expect no better treatment. 

I was among them. What was the proprietor to me? I 
thought. Or the cottagers ? Or the tradesmen in the village ? 
What was the whole place but a promontory from which I 
had once leapt forth into a state of being that was yoimg and 
free and crystal clear? And why not again? 

Why not, indeed? I had been deeply insulted. I had 
been forced to swallow down the insult. That I could never 
forget. I could not swim far enough out through the waves, 
I could not plunge deeply enough into the woods, to shake 
off the consciousness of it, and leave it behind me. There 
was still magic, beauty, mystery. But it was no longer close 
at hand. I t was far off. I t lured me on. But something 
else held me back. 

That summer was a hard one. But I learned my lesson. 
I learned that the Jew is not a Greek. He is something 
more mysterious and more painful. He cannot touch the 
infinite with his finger-tips, but only with his soul. The 
life of the senses is to him no more than a game, a fascinating, 
a very pretty game at which he plays. He learns not through 
pleasure, but through pain. Pain is the knife whercAvith 
he cuts through his seeming self, and finds his real self—the 
Jewish spirit—the word of God. 

There is among the Japanese a story of a Samurai to 
whom his master, the Emperor, entrusted for safe-keeping 
a beautiful painting. One day on returning home he fovmd 
his house afire. His one thought was to save the master­
piece. He rushed in, found it intact. But when he tried 
to carry it out, his way was barred by flames. Without hesi­
tation, he seized his great sword, cut off a piece of his silk 
sleeve, which he wrapped carefully about the painting; then 
slashed open his own breast and inserted the picture in the 
opening. His charred body was found in the ruins, and 
within it the masterpiece, unharmed. 

The Samurai is the Jew. 
The priceless painting is the Jewish spirit. 
And though the Jew go through fire a himdred times 

and die a thousand deaths, and the masterpiece, the thing 
of wonder, be hidden for generations within a ruin, within a 
corpse, yet will the Jew who tears open his own breast find 
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it there without mark or blemish, perfect as on the first day. 
Truly the. Kingdom of Heaven of the Jew is within him 

—deep buried within him. 
To the children of the green earth, to those peoples who 

are descended in spirit from ancient Hellas, it has always 
seemed absurd amd even despicable and slavish that a people 
should, like the Jews, leam more from chastisement than 
from happiness, and pass through the world like the blind 
and the deaf, with head bowed, muttering over and over 
again the words which were handed down to them from their 
fathers' fathers. 

Be it so. 
But behind their scorn is a vague wonder and a sense of 

a mystery not to be fathomed. Who are these Jews who 
pass through this world, not deigning to cast their eyes upon 
it, intent upon their secret errand? Whence come they? 
Whither do they go? Who is he who sent them upon this 
mission? And if it be indeed He they say it is—why does 
He clothe His ambassadors meanly, like beggars? 

I t has been the way of gods, ever since they first com-
mimed with men upon mountain-tops, to speak in riddles. 
Is it, then, so strange that this God, having chosen for his 
language a nation, should have made of that nation a riddle 
and a paradox and a dark mystery among the nations of the 
earth? 

I t may be that H e had no need to clothe us in robes of 
state for the eyes of the world, having made it clear to us 
that the world itself is but a garment; having ordained it 
that we should pass through Time as easily as our fathers 
passed through the Red Sea in the day of Moses, and that 
Space should set up no barriers to our passage. 

I like to think, as typical of those who incarnate the 
mystery of the Jew, of- those scholars and philosophers of 
my race in the Middle Ages who, like Abraham son of Meir 
Ibn Ezra, wandered over the whole known world as though 
on a path pointed out to them by some angel; for their 
thoughts were not upon their wanderings, but only upon 
their God and on those books in which His will was revealed. 

I sought him whom my soul loveth: 
I sought him, but I found him not. 

I said, I will rise now, and go about the city, 
In the streets and in the broad ways, 

I will seek him whom my soul loveth: 
I sought him, but I found him not. 
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So sang the Shulammite, " black but comely," of Solo­
mon, king and sage of ancient Israel. And so said I of 
the spirit of ancient Israel, of the everlasting Jew who is 
myself. 

I sought him in the synagogues, in the business houses, 
in the ghettos. But I found only Jews—never the Jew. 

The Jew: I had lost him before I was born. And when 
I was a child they told me that it was hopeless to search 
for him. 

The Jew, so they taught me, is of the most ancient race 
of the earth—a race which has endured because of its belief 
that it is the chosen of God; which has been great because 
of the singleness of its devotion to God; which has produced 
a literature accepted, not only by the Jews themselves, but 
by millions upon millions of Gentiles, as directly inspired by 
God; which has given birth to one whom the entire Christian 
world has called the begotten son of God. 

Only—so they taught me—there is no God. God is a 
myth. God is a superstition. God is a vanished dream. 

From that dream my father had awakened, yet with 
little hope of finding in the reality, made clear by the pale 
light of modern science, anything to compensate for those 
vast vanished shadows of the night. And I think that in 
secret he envied those who still slept. Before he had left 
his parents' home in the old world, he had, in order not to 
give them pain, observed most of the forms of that religion 
of which his father was a rabbi. Life, he thought, is sad 
enough—particularly for a Jew; cruel to disturb those whose 
comfort it is to suck at the dry lemon of superstition. 

But now that the rabbi-father was dead, why pretend 
any longer? And why bring up a child to pretend? 

Yet pretend I did. Even as he had deceived his father 
as to the feelings of his heart, so I deceived him. 

For the Jew seeks his God as the sun-flower seeks the 
sun, as woman seeks man. 

I did not know the name of my God, but I knew that He 
was there. I did not know the prayers which the people 
of my race prayed to him; so I prayed the prayer which I 
learned from my Gentile nurse. And the words of the hymns 
which the Gentiles sang in their churches soothed my heart. 
I prayed in secret: even as my father had, in secret, refrained 
from prayer. 

Once my mother came upon me as I was praying, and 
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told my father, and they both smiled, but said no word to 
me about it. And as the years passed, I forgot to pray. 
Then one day a rabbi came to the house and asked whether 
I was being instructed in religion. My father said. No. 
They talked for a long time. Then the rabbi turned and 
looked at me, seriously first, then he smiled. 

" He will come back to us," he said, with an air of such 
assurance that I felt a little frightened, as though he were 
putting a spell upon me. 

" Sooner or later," he repeated, " he will come." 
My father shook his head confidently. He had brought 

me out into the daylight. How was it possible for me to 
wish to return to the dim womb of the synagogue of which 
I had not even a memory? 

Yet I had a memory—a race memory. At the beginning 
it was weak, and could only prompt me to a vague cm'iosity 
as to what it might really mean—this being a Jew. So vague 
that when the time came that I might have satisfied this 
curiosity—I drew back. 

For years I drifted about the Gentile world, unhappy 
without knowing why I was unhappy. And then one day 
I met a Negro, one of the leaders of his race, in whose veins, 
mingling with the blood of Africa, there flowed some of the 
best white blood of i^onerica and of France. H e looked— 
but for his golden-brown skin—like those patricians of the 
seventeenth century whom Van Dyck loved to paint, and 
whose type seems to have disappeared from the earth. His 
reputation as a scholar and as a writer was great; and had 
he chosen to live in France, where he would have been looked 
upon as an individual, he might have had a respected and 
leisured life. 

But he chose America. He chose persecution. He chose 
the black blood in his veins, instead of the white. He chose 
to be proud of those qualities which are particularly the 
qualities of the Negro. And he boasted that the only char­
acteristic and indigenous music which America has is Negro 
music. 

Then I wondered why I had been so cowardly. If a 
Negro is proud of being a Negro, shall not a Jew be proud 
of being a Jew? If Negro music is the only American music, 
is not the religion borrowed from the Jews the only Amer­
ican religion? Is not the greatest piece of literature the 
American knows a translation of that Jewish library—^the 
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Bible? Was it not, indeed, those Jewish books, and the 
controversies over them, that sent the first settlers, the Pil­
grim Fathers, to these shores? And has not, through them, 
the tradition of ancient Israel become the rock on which all 
that is strong and stern in American character and tradition 
was built up? 

So I took up the search for the tradition of ancient Israel. 
Not among books,—which, as the Chinese sage has said, are 
but the leavings of men who are dead,—^but there where that 
tradition is most living, there where the Jews of America are 
most Jewish: on New York's Lower East Side. 

In those days Clinton Street knew me well. In the thun­
derous murk of Allen Street I came to feel at home, and on 
Houston Street, and where the pushcarts of Bleecker Street 
form long, motley lines, and on East Broadway, and where 
the fish and vegetable vendors set up their stands under the 
East River bridges. The reek of fish and pickles soon ceased 
to offend my nostrils. Nor did I turn my eyes from the 
dirt}'̂  bedding and the dirty children hanging over rusty fire-
escapes which make the hideous fronts of tenements still more 
hideous. They were my people. They were Jews—undi­
luted, unAmericanized. 

I t was well. Through them I would meet the spirit of 
my race face to face. Through them I would become truly 
a Jew. 

A Jewish novelist tells the story of a young rabbi, devout 
but Americanized, summoned at midnight to the bedside of 
a poor Jew dying at the hospital, whose one articulate word 
was " rabbi." On entering the ward, the young man found, 
lying on the bed, in his death-agony, a Russian Jew, bearded, 
oriental, fantastic, who received him with a flood of words. 

The words were in Yiddish, of which the young rabbi 
understood not one. He shook his head helplessly. 

Then the dying man, in bitterness and despair, raised 
himself up, spat out the one word " Goy! " and turned his 
face toward the wall and toward death. 

" Goy " was a word which even the rabbi could under­
stand. For it means neither more nor less than " Gentile." 

To this dying Jew, a Jew who could not speak the Jewish 
colloquial language, a Jew, moreover, whose appearance and 
manner seemed to mark him as one of the members of this 
cold American people, rather than as a fellow-member of 
one of the oldest of Oriental races, was not, properly speak-
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ing, a Jew at all. He was an outsider; and therefore an 
enemy. 

H e was, in short, a " Goy." 
So it was with me. 
I had hoped to find the Jewish spirit among the Russian 

Jews of the New York Ghetto. And I found it. I foxmd 
old Jews selling suspenders or calico from pushcarts, who, 
clad in royal robes, might have posed for any artist as Abra­
ham, or Solomon, or the aged Jacob. I saw women's faces 
—sad, long-suffering, fatalistic and intense—^which seemed 
to bear the very features and expression of the Jewish race. 
I saw little children who looked strikingly hke the Christ 
child as the great Italian masters have painted him. I even 
saw a few young men who, unspoiled by the cheapness of 
the city, and undaunted by the difficulties which beset a Jew, 
seemed to be going forth to meet life, bravely and eagerly as 
a yoimg David. .^Jl these people were more Jewish than the 
German Jews, the Americanized Jews, whom I had known 
upto^vn. They had far more of the bitter, wholesome flavor 
of racial uniqueness. 

I had been taught to despise them. I now learned to 
admire them. 

But I could not become one with them. 
They would not accept me. 
To them I was a Goy. 
I opened to my beloved; 

But my beloved had withdrawn himself and was gone. 
My soul had failed me when he spake: 

I sought him, but I could not find him; 
I called him, but he gave me no answer. 
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THE MECHANISM OF POETIC 
INSPIRATION 

BY CONRAD AIKEN 

THERE is a widespread notion in the public mind that 
poetic inspiration has something mysterious and translunar 
about it, something which altogether escapes human analysis, 
which it would be almost sacrilege for analysis to touch. The 
Romans spoke of the poet's divine afflatus, the Elizabethans 
of his fine frenzy. And even in our own day critics, and poets 
themselves, are not lacking who take the affair quite as 
seriously. Our critics and poets are themselves largely 
responsible for this,—they are a sentimental lot, even 
when most discerning, and cannot help indulging, on 
the one hand, in a reverential attitude toward the art, and, 
on the other, in a reverential attitude toward themselves. 
Little of the scientific spirit which has begun to light the 
literary criticism of France, for example, has manifested 
itself in America. Our criticism is still a rather primitive 
parade of likes and dislikes: there is little inquiry into psy­
chological causes. 

Meanwhile, if the literary folk have been droning, the 
scientists have been busy. Most critics, at least, are familiar 
already with the theory of Sigmund Freud, that poetry, like 
the dream, is an outcome of suppression, a release of com­
plexes. To the curious-minded this, however erratic or inade­
quate, was at any rate a step in the right direction. I t started 
with the admirable predicate that after all poetry is a per­
fectly human product, and that therefore it must play a 
specific part in the human animal's functional needs. I t at 
once opened to the psychologist, (amateur as well as profes­
sional!) the entire field of literature, and in a new light: 
he was invited to behold here not merely certain works of art, 
but also a vast amount of documentary evidence, in the last 
analysis naive, as to the functioning of the human mind,— 
in other words, so many confessions. 
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