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PREFATORY NOTE

T A oBLIGED to the courtesy of the editors of
The New Republic for permission to use material
that originally appeared in the columns of that
journal and which is now incorporated in con-
nection with considerable new matter, in this
volume. It is a pleasure to acknowledge my par-
ticular indebtedness to Mr. Daniel Mebane, the
treasurer of The New Republic, for valuable
suggestions and assistance.
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CuaprpTER I

THE HOUSE DIVIDED AGAINST
ITSELF

IT 1s BECOMING a commonplace to say that in
thought and feeling, or at least in the language
in which they are expressed, we are living in some
bygone century, anywhere from the thirteenth
to the eighteenth, although physically and ex-
ternally we belong to the twentieth century. In
such a contradictory condition, it is not surpris-
ing that a report of American life, such as is con-
tained, for example, in «“Middletown,” should
frequently refer to a “pewildered” or “‘confused”
state of mind as characteristic of us.

Anthropologically speaking, we are living in a
money culture. Its cult and rites dominate. “The
money medium of exchange and the cluster of
activities associated with its acquisition dras-
tically condition the other activities of the peo-
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ple.” This, of course, is as it should be; people
have to make a living, do they not? And for what
should they work if not for money, and how
should they get goods and enjoyments if not by
buying them with money—thus enabling some-
one else to make more money, and in the end to
start shops and factories to give employment to
still others, so that they can make more money
to enable other people to make more money by
selling goods—and so on indefinitely. So far, all
is for the best in the best of all possible cultures:
our rugged—or is it ragged *—individualism.

And if the culture pattern works out so that
society is divided into two classes, the working
group and the business (including professional)
group, with two and a half times as many in
the former as in the latter, and with the chief
ambition of parents in the former class that
their children should climb into the latter, that
is doubtless because American life offers such
unparalleled opportunities for each individual to
prosper according to his virtues. If few workers
know what they are making or the meaning of
what they do, and still fewer know what becomes
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of the work of their hands—in the largest indus-
try of Middletown perhaps one-tenth of one per
cent of the product is consumed locally—this is
doubtless because we have so perfected our sys-
tem of distribution that the whole country is one.
And if the mass of workers live in constant fear
of loss of their jobs, this is doubtless because our
spirit of progress, manifest in change of fashions,
invention of new machines and power of over-
production, keeps everything on the move. Our
reward of industry and thrift is so accurately
adjusted to individual ability that it is natural
and proper that the workers should look forward
with dread to the age of fifty or fifty-five, when
they will be laid on the shelf.

All this we take for granted; it is treated as an
inevitable part of our social system. To dwell on
the dark side of it is to blaspheme against our
religion of prosperity. But it is a system that
calls for a hard and strenuous philosophy. If one
looks at what we do and what happens, and then
expects to find a theory of life that harmonizes
with the actual situation, he will be shocked by
the contradiction he comes upon. For the situ-
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ation calls for assertion of complete economic
determinism. We live as if economic forces de-
termined the growth and decay of institutions
and settled the fate of individuals. Liberty be-
comes a well-nigh obsolete term; we start, go,
and stop at the signal of a vast industrial ma-
chine. Again, the actual system would seem to
imply a pretty definitely materialistic scheme of
value. Worth is measured by ability to hold one’s
own or to get ahead in a competitive pecuniary
race. “Within the privacy of shabby or ambitious
houses, marriage, birth, child-rearing, death, and
the personal immensities of family life go for-
ward. However, it is not so much these func-
tional urgencies of life that determine how
favorable this physical necessity shall be, but the
extraneous detail of how much money the father
earns.” The philosophy appropriate to such a
situation is that of struggle for existence and
survival of the economically fit. One would ex-
pect the current theory of life, if it reflects the
actual situation, to be the most drastic Darwin-
ism. And, finally, one would anticipate that the
personal traits most prized would be clear-
sighted vision of personal advantage and resolute
12
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ambition to secure it at any human cost. Senti-
ment and sympathy would be at the lowest dis-
count.

It is unnecessary to say that the current view
of life in Middletown, in Anytown, is nothing of
this sort. Nothing gives us Americans the horrors
more than to hear that some misguided creature
in some low part of the earth preaches what we
practice—and practice much more efficiently
than anyone else—namely, economic determin-
ism. Our whole theory is that man plans and
uses machines for his own humane and moral
purposes, instead of being borne wherever the
machine carries him. Instead of materialism, our
idealism is probably the loudest and most fre-
quently professed philosophy the world has ever
heard. We praise even our most successful men,
not for their ruthless and self-centered energy in
getting ahead, but because of their love of
flowers, children, and dogs, or their kindness to
aged relatives. Anyone who frankly urges a
selfish creed of life is everywhere frowned upon.
Along with the disappearance of the home, and
the multiplication of divorce in one generation
by six hundred per cent, there is the most abun-
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dant and most sentimental glorification of the
sacredness of home and the beauties of constant
love that history can record. We are surcharged
with altruism and bursting with desire to “serve”
others.

These are only a few of the obvious contradic-
tions between our institutions and practice on
one hand, and our creeds and theories on the
other, contradictions which a survey of any of our
Middletowns reveals. It is not surprising that
the inhabitants of these towns are bewildered,
uneasy, restless, always seeking something new
and different, only to find, as a rule, the same old
thing in a new dress. It may all be summed up,
perhaps, by saying that nowhere in the world at
any time has religion been so thoroughly respect-
able as with us, and so nearly totally disconnected
from life. I hesitate to dwell on the revelation
that this book gives of “religious” life in Middle-
town. The glorification of religion as setting the
final seal of approval on pecuniary success, and
supplying the active motive to more energetic
struggle for such success, and the adoption by
the churches of the latest devices of the movies
and the advertiser, approach too close to the ob-
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scene. Schooling is developed to the point where
more pupils reach the high school than in other
lands; and one-half of the pupils in the last years
of the high school think that the first chapters of
the Hebrew Scriptures give a more accurate ac-
count of the origin and early history of man than
does science, and only one-fifth actively dissent.
If the investigation had been made when a con-
tain questionnaire was distributed among our
school children, it is likely that the usual percent-
age of youth would have recorded their belief
that Harding was the greatest man in the world.
In another way, the whole story is told in brief
when one contrasts what is actually happening to
family life and the complete secularization of
daily activities with a statement from the pulpit
that “the three notable words in the English lan-
guage are mother, home and heayen,” a remark
that would certainly pass unquestioned in any
representative American audience.

It makes little difference whether one selects
important or trivial aspects of the contradiction
between our life as we outwardly live it and our
thoughts and feelings—or what we at least say
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are our beliefs and sentiments. The significant
question is: What is the cause of this split and
contradiction? There are those, of course, who
attribute it to the fact that people being, gen-
erally speaking, morons and boobs, they must be
expected to act out the parts to which they are
assigned. The “explanation” does not take us
very far, even if one accepts it. The particular
forms that the alleged boobery takes are left
quite unaccounted for. And the more one knows
of history, the more one comes to believe that
traditions and institutions count more than
native capacity or incapacity in explaining
things. It is evident enough that the rapid indus-
trialization of our civilization took us unawares.
Being mentally and morally unprepared, our
older creeds have become ingrowing; the more
we depart from them in fact, the more loudly
we proclaim them. In effect we treat them as
magic formule. By repeating them often enough
we hope to ward off the evils of the new situation,
or at least to prevent ourselves from seeing them
__and this latter function is ably performed by
our nominal beliefs.

With an enormous command of instrumentali-
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