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PATHS TO THE PRESENT

One National Traits

“What Then Is the American, This New Man?”

The question which forms this title has never stopped being
interesting since Crevecoeur asked it in the last years of the Revolution.
If we can learn why the American has come to be what he is, how
he is unlike other peoples, we shall have gained a deep understanding
of the causes for national behavior. Crevecoeur’s own answer,
the considered opinion of a Frenchman who lived long in the New
World, may still be read with profit. The American, he said,
““gs either an European, or the descendant of an European, so there
is a mixed blood you will find in no other country.”
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» Paths to the Present «

Il

Crevecoeur, of course, was one of a long line of Europeans
who has tried to describe the American. Their writings, though
of varying merit, have the common advantage of presenting an
outsider’s point of view. Viewing the scene from a different
background, they see national differences of which the native-
born may be unaware. What they have noted most frequently
is: a belief in the universal obligation to work; the urge to move
from place to place; a high standard of average comfort; faith
in progress; the eternal pursuing of material gain; an absence
of permanent class lines; a neglect of philosophy and art; a deep
respect for womanhood; the great number of spoiled children;
the general restlessness and hurry of life always illustrated by
the practice of fast eating; and other things such as overheated

houses.

But this list is incomplete and includes matters that have
little importance. The judgment of outsiders leaves much room
for the student of United States history to venture his own answer

to Crevecoeur’s question.

IIL.

What then is the American from a historian’s point of view?
The answer is simple. This “new man” is the product of Old
World influences and New World conditions. It has been ob-
served that plants and animals change when removed from Europe

2
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« Paths to the Presents

to America. These changes arise from differences in climate
and the nature of the country. But other things as well influence
transported people. The act of leaving a familiar existence for
a strange and dangerous new one demands strength, courage
and imagination. Once the ocean is crossed, the distance from
the old country and the challenge of new experiences weakens
the bonds of custom and awakens new capacities.

The new continent was undeveloped. Farming was the
principal occupation, but agriculture in the New World differed
from agriculture in the Old. Thickly forested land had to be
cleared, the wildness cleared from the soil; knowledge of native
plants and the best way to grow them had to be learned.

Accustomed in the old country to simple comforts and useful
devices in the home and about the farm, the settler copied these
in the new land. The farmer became a Jack-of-all-trades—he
made almost everything for himself.

III.

What elements of the national character come from this
long-time farming background? First is the habit of work.
For the colonial farmer, ceaseless labor was the price of staying
alive; every member of the community had to be up and working.
They were the hardest working people on earth, their only rest
being the observance of the Sabbath, as demanded by church
and state.
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o Paths to the present e

Probably nothing handed down by these early settlers has
entered more deeply into the national way of life. If an American
has no purposeful work on hand, the fever in his blood drives
him nevertheless to some visible form of activity. Indeed the
worship of work has made it difficult for Americans to learn
how to play: they play games not for fun, but to win. The
importance attached to useful labor had the further effect of
helping to make ‘““this new man” indifferent to beauty and art,
Travellers used to the loveliness and charm of Old World cities
have long noted the sameness and ugliness of American cities.

Iv.

On the other hand, the complicated nature of the farmer’s
job gave him unrivaled training in invention and practical skill
with tools and machines, As population increased and manu-
facturing developed on a commercial scale, men merely turned
to new purposes the abilities that, by then, had become second
nature to them.,

Meanwhile, the tradition of wasteful farming, of taking up
new land instéad of making the most of the old, was accustoming
Americans to wasteful ways in public as well as private life.

Toward women, the American male early acquired an
attitude which also sharply distinguished him from his brother

in the Old World. As in every new country, women had the
value of being scarce. They were in demand as sweethearts
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« Paths to the Present

and as wives, and they performed endless work about the house
and helped with the heavy farm labor. ‘“The cry is every-
where for girls; girls, and more girls!” wrote a traveller in 1866,
In these circumstances men placed women on a higher level than
in European societies.

Vo

Since the agriculturalist thought of his farm only as a place
to live for a limited time, he soon learned to be always on the
move. As the nation grew older, the habit continued. With
the coming of the low-priced automobile, the number of cars
by 1925 became so great that everyone in the country could, if
he wished, spend his entire time in motion.

But this movement from place to place was a less important
aspect of American life than constant upward movement in
society. There was belief in equality of opportunity, the right
of all men to a free and fair start, a view which led to the establish-
ment of free tax-supported schools. To benefit from equality
of opportunity, a man had to be equal to his opportunities under
a government which did not have too many rules, The result
was an idea of democracy strongly qualified by individualism.

This individualism sometimes assumed forms that ignored
government. The colonists often took the law into their own
hands. This tendency led to a violence which has continued
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» Paths to the Present

in present time to condition the national way of life. That
attitude, though it sometimes has been directed to wrong pur-
poses, also has been a check on the wrong use of governmental
powers and has protected the rights of smaller groups.

In still another way, the individualism of the pioneer farmer
does much to explain the desire to pile up wealth. “The poor
struggle to be rich, the rich to be richer,” remarked an observer
in the mid-nineteenth century. In absence of a titled nobility,
financial success was accepted as the highest success.

vI.

For a people who recalled how hungry and miserable their
families had been through long centuries in the Old World, the
chance to make money was the means of living a life of human
dignity. Even people with a moderate amount of money freely
shared it with the less fortunate and helped by giving to charities,
schools, hospitals and other good causes.

The energy that the people gave to many of these causes
was heightened by another national attitude: optimism. To
doubt the future was to confess oneself unsuccessful. This
quality sometimes led to much overstatement and boastfulness,
a sign of youth which the passage of years, however, has helped
to temper.

VIL
In 1860 only a sixth of the people lived in towns of eight
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