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The Cultural 1
Contradictions
of Capitalism

‘H.H—.,.. BELATIONSHIP berween a civilization's socio-cconomic
structure and its culture is perhaps the most complicaced of all
problems for the sociologist. A nineteenth-cenrury tradition, one
deeply impregnated with Marxist conceptions, held that changes in
social structure derermined man’s imaginative reach. An earlier vision
of man—as bome pictor, the symbol-producing animal, rather than as
bonio faber, the tool-making animal—saw him as a crearure uniquely
able to prefigure what he would later “objectify” or construet in
reality. It thus ascribed to the realm of culture the initiative for
change. Whatever the truth of these older arguments about the past,
today culture has clearly become supreme; what is played our in the
imagination of the artist foreshadows, however dimly, the social
reality of tomorrow,

Culture has become supreme for two complementary  reasons,
Fiese, culture has become the most dynamic component of our civ-
ilization, outreaching the dynamism of technology itself. There is
now in art—as there has increasingly been for the past 100 years—a
dominant impulse toward the new and originalf a self-conscious
search for futare forms and sensations, so that the idea of change
and novelty ovesshadows the dimensions of acrual change. And,
second, there has come aboue, in the last 0 ¥ears of so, a legitima-
tion of this coliural impulse. Socicty now accepts this role for the
imagination, rather than seeing culture, as in the past, as sercing a
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norm and affivming a moral-philesophic tradition againse which the
new could be measured and (more often than not) censured. In-
decd, sociery has done more than passively accept innovation; it
has *.._:..._...Ena a marker which eagerly pobbles up the new, because
it believes it to be superior in value tw all older forms. Thus, our
culture has an unprecedented mission: it is an official, ceaseless
search for a new sensibility,

It is erue, of course, that the idea of change dominares the mod-
ern ceonomy and madern _.n_m“.___._._..;:w_.__ as well, Bur changes in the
economy and rechnology are conserained by available resources and
financial cost. In polices, oo, innovation is limiced by existng insti-
tutional structures, by the veto power of contending groups, and to
some cxent by tradition. But the changes in capressive symbaols and
forms, difficult as it may be for the mass of people to absorb them
readily, meet no resistance in the realm of coloure irself.

Whae s singular abour this “tradivion of the new" {as Harold
Rosenberg has ealled it} is chat ic allows are to be unfettered, to
break down all genres and to explore all modes of experience and
sengation. Fantasy today has fow costs (is anyebing deemed bizarre
or unspeakable today?) other chan the risk of individual madness.
And even madness, in the writings of such social theorists as Michel
Foucault and R. D. Laing, is now conceived to be a superior form of
truch! The new sensibilitics, and the new styles of behavior associ-
ated with them, are created by small coteries which are devored to
exploring the new; because the new has value in and of ieself, and
mects with so lirde resistance, the new sensibility and its behavior-
styles diffuse rapidly, transforming the thinking and actions of, the
culroral mass (if not the larger masses of people), that new, large
stratum of the intelligentsia in the socicty’s knowledge and com-
munications industries,

Along with this emphasis on the new has come the ideology, self-
consciously accepred by the artist, that are will lead the way, will
seeve a5 the avant-garde. Wow the very idea of an avant-garde—n
advance assault team—indicates that medern art or enlure would
never permit itself to serve as a “reflection” of an underlying social
structure but, rather, would open the way to something radically
new. Tn facr, as we shall see, the very ides of an avant-garde, once
its legitimacy is accepted, serves to institutionalize the primacy of
culture in the ficlds of manners, morals, and, ultimacely, politics.
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The first major formulation of this conception of the avant-garde
was made by the man who, ironieally, has come to serve as the very
symbol of rechnocratic rule, Henri de Saine-Simon. For all his vision
of the engineer as the driving force of the new society, Saint-Simon
knew that men were in want of inspiration, thar Christianity itself
was worn out, and that 2 new cule was needed. He found rhis new
cult in the cult of art itself. The artist would reveal to sociery the
glorious future, exciting men with the prospect of a new civiliza-
tion. In a dialogue between an artist and a scientist, Saint-Simon
gave the term “avant-garde” s modern cultoral (rather than s
carlier, military) meaning:

It is we, artists, who will serve you as avant-garde: the power of the
arts is in fact most immediate and most rapid: when we wish to spread
new ideas among men, we inseribe them on marble or on canvas; . .. and in
that way above all we exert an electric and victorious influence. We
address ourselves to the inagination and ro the sentiments of mankind, we
should therefore always exercise the liveliest and the most decisive
acton, , ..,

Whar 2 most beautiful destiny for the ars, that of exercising over
society a positive power, a true priestly function, and of marching foree-
fully in the van of all the intellectual facultics in the epoch of their
greatest development! This is the duty of arvists, chis their mission, | . .

The commonplace observation thar today there is no longer a
significant avant-garde—that there is no longer a radical tension
berween new art which shocks and a sociery thar is shocked—
merely signifies that the avane-garde has won its victory. A society
given over entirely o innovation, in the joyful acceprance of change,
has in fact instirutionalized the avant-garde and charged it, per-
“..m._H to its own eventual dismay, with constantly ruming up some-
thing new. In effect, “culture” has been given a blank check, and its
primacy in generating social change has been firmly acknowledged.

Y From Oginisns letdraives, philosaphiqner, et industriclles, quoted by Denald
Egberr, “The Idea of ‘Avant-Garde' in Are and Polities,” Americm Historical Revfew
73 {December 1ofiy): 143,
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I
THE MEANING OF CULTURE

Culture, for a society, a group, or a person, i5 4 continual process
of sustaining an identity through the coherence gained by a consise-
ent aesthetic point of view, a moral conception of sclf, and a seyle
of life which cxhibits those conceptions in the objects thar adorn
one's home and oneself and in che raste which expresses those poines
of view. Culture is thus the realm of sensibility, of emotion and
moral temper, and of the intefligence, which seeks to order these
feelings,

Historically, most cultures and social structures have exhibited
unity, although cthere have always been small groups expressing
esoteric, devianr, usually libertine values. Classical calure  ex-
pressed its unity through the fusion of reason and will in the pursuit
of virrue, Christian culeure exhibited consistency in the replication
of the ordered ranks of sociery and the ordered ranks of the church
with the hiemrchies of heaven and hell, in the quest for salvation
both in its social and aesthetic representations, In early maodern
times, bourgeois culture and bourgeois social structure fused a dis-
tinct unity with a specific character structure around the theme of
order and work,

Classical social theory (I use the word “classical” here to denote
the nineteenth- and carly twentieth-century masters) also saw cul-
ture as unified with the social structure. Marx, as | have said, ar-
gued that the mode of production shaped all the other dimensions
of a sociery. Culture as ideology reflecred a substrucrure ....:a ..,..,EE
not have an amonomy of its own, Moreover, in bourgeois sociery,
culture was tied to the economy because culture, too, had become a
commudity, to be evaluated by the marker and bought and sold
through the exchange process. Max Weber argued that thoughr,
conduct, and societal structure were highly integrated, in thar all its
branches—science, ceonomy, law, and culture—were predominantly
rationalistic. Fven the modes of art were predominantly rational-
istic. For Weber, this was true in a double sense: the cosmological
aspects of Western thoughe and culture were charaererized by the
elimination of magic (in Schiller’s phrase, the “disenchantment “...;
the world”); and the serucrure and formal organization, the stylis-
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tics of the arts, were rational. Weber's particular example was
Woestern harmonic chordal music, which rested on a scale thar per-
mitted a maximum of ordered relations, unlike primitive and non-
Western music.® Finally Pitirim Sorokin, in his Secial and Cultural
Dynamics, argued that culwres were integrated by mentalities
(“the central principle, ‘the reason' "), which unite thought and
meaning and permeate all aspects of a sociery. Contemporary soci-
ety 15 sensate, in that it 5 empirical, materialistic, extraverted,
oriented to technigue, and hedonistic,

Against these views, whar [ find striking oday is the radical dis-
junction berween the social structure {the techno-cconomic order)
and the culture, The former is ruled by an economic principle de-
fined in terms of efficiency and functional rationality, the organiza-
tion of production through the ordering of things, including men as
things. The latrer is prodigal, promiscuous, dominated by an anti-
rational, anti-intellectual temper in which che self is taken as the
touchstone of cultural judgments, and the effect on the self is the
measure of the aesthetic worth of experience. The characrer strue-
ture inherited from the nineteenth century, with its emphasis on
self-discipline, delayed gracificacion, and restraine, is sl relevane o
the demands of the techno-economic structure; but it clashes sharply
with the calture, where such bourgeois values have been com-
pletely rejected—in part, paradoxically, because of the workings of
the capitalist economic system irself,

DISCRETIONARY S0CIAL BEHAVIOR

As a discipline, sociology is based on the assumprion that varia-
tions in the behavior of persons or groups in the society are areribu-
table to their class or other strategic position in the social strucrure,
and that individuals so differentially placed will vary systematically
in their intereses, arcitades, and conduct on che basis of distincr
social attributes: common age, sex, veeupation, religion, urban-
rural location, and o forth, The presumption is that these artribures
cluster n specific ways—usually identified in social-class terms—so
that veting behavior, buying habits, child-rearing, and the like vary
systematically on a class or status basis and are predicrable.

*Bec Max Weber, The Rational and Sogial Foundavions of Music, ed. Don
Maztindale et al. (Carbondale, 1L: Southern Winois Universivy Press, 19580,
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For the majority of the society, and for many aspees of social life
(.., voting), this general proposition may still hold trae. Bue it is
increasingly evident that for a significant proportion of the popula-
tion the relation of social position to cultural style—particulary if
one thinks in such gross dimensions as working class, middle class,
and upper class—no longer holds. The question of who will use
drugs, engage in orgies and wife-swapping, become an open homo-
sexual, use obscenity as a political style, or enjoy “happenings” and
underground movies is not easily related to the “standard variables™
of sociological diseourse. Ape and education may be move relevant
diseriminators; bur given the expansion of mass higher education,
cven education alone s no longer an ecasy predictor of behavior.
One finds many children of upper-middle-class familics who joy-
fully embrace what they think is the “freedom" of working-class or
blacl, lower-class life-styles, and others who do not. There is a
m._m_.‘:mnuzn leveling of patterns of child-training, which was one of
the major indicators of different class styles in the past,

Just as in the economy the growth of what economists call dis-
cretignary income—income above thar necessary for the fulfillment
of hasic needs—allowed individuals to choose many varicd items to
exemplifly different consumption styles (swimming pools, boats,
travel), so the expansion of higher educarion and the extension of a
permissive social atmosphere has widened the scope of discretion-
ary social bebavior. The more idiosyncratic aspects of personal
experience and life history—personality atcributes, or somatic body-
type constitution, positive or negative experience with parents, ¢x-
perience with peers—become increasingly more important than
patterned social actributes in shaping a person’s life-style. As the
rraditional social class structure dissolves, more and more individ-
uals want to be identfied not by their occupational base (in the
Marxise sense}, but by their coltural tastes and life-styles,

THE ARTIST MAKES THE AUDIENCE

A change has been taking place, as well, in the relation of artist to
public. The familiar image, a product of nineteenth-century Ro-
manticism, was that of a coterie of artises, engaged in difficult ex-
perimental work to which the smug middle-class audience responded
with scorn and outrage. This was the fare of the Impressionist
painters, who appeared first in the Salom des Refusés (1863) two
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emphasize their own disgust with the regnant taste, and who had to
wait 20 years for the Salon des Indépendants for the same freedom
to exhibit. The avant-garde artist identified this rejection miﬂr frec-
dom, and he depended on such tension with the audience to articu-
late his own work. This well-known pattern came to be regarded as
a congenital condition of medern art. But as James Aclerman
writes, “within the last decade [this patcern] was broken by one of
hiscory's most abrupr and radical changes in the relationship .n.m art
and its public . . . the new era became recognizable first in the
ultimate reception of the work of the New York School of artists in
the mid- and lare 19508 Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning,
Franz Kline, Marle Rothlco, Barnete Newman, Robere Motherwell,
David Smith, the men responsible for what Clement Greenberg
called “abstract expressionism™ (and Harold Rosenberg “acrion
painting”), were preoccupied with problems of structure and
medium—breaking away from the easel, using paint itself as a sub-
ject for art, involving the artist’s own person in the m__“..:...h:mLm a
special and esoteric nature outside the experience of the layman.
Professor Ackerman observes that “their art was so difficule to ap-
proach that even the majority of approving professional crivics
missed the mark and praised ic for irrelevant reasons.” In fact, the
immediate response of an incredulous public was to eall it a sham.
Bur within half a decade the major figures in the school had been
acclaimed, and their paintings dominated the museums and the
galleries. Their conceptions of arc now set the taste for the public.*

Perhaps the change in this casc is not sp abrupt as Professor
Ackerman makes it seem. There had been carlicr and similar changes
in the role of “difficult” art in Paris decades earlier, when Picasso
and Matisse began to shape public taste. But the general point
stands. The middle-class audience, the wealthy buyer, no longer
conerols art, In painting, in film (perhaps less so in advanced music),
the artist, and usually the avant-garde artst, now dominates the
cultaral scene. It s he whao swiftly shapes the andience and the
matket, rather than being shaped by them, :

This change is related, T believe, to the difsociation of social
Tocation and eultural style, Ackerman also writes:

4 James Ackerman, “The Demise of the Aveit Garde: Motes on the Sociology of
Recent American Aer,” Cowpararive Studier in Society ond Fistery @ (Qctober

1pdigh: 371-384, esp. 378,
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[f one's position in society implies no determinate base of judgment in
arcas outside one's comperence, one has 2 choice between having no
opinion or accepting the opinion of the expert, and the most uq;mﬂ:_n
expert 5 the professional manufacturer of opinion, The altered response
to the arts is, | believe, a product of public deference to musenms, com-
mercid gallerics, and the news media.

o

Whether there is now a general habit of “crosting che experts” is
debatable. In politics, there has been a notable populist reaction
against the expert or technocrat. But the sitnation in are is different.
Here we see, not the victory of the expert, but of “culiure” itself—or
more specifically of its predominant current, modernism. The cul-
ture of the past oo years, that of the “modern movement,” has
nlﬁ_u_t__ﬁ_ over a sociery that in its social srocture (economics,
rechnology, and oceupational bases) resming bourgeois. The cul-
ture has become derached and self-determining. Yet with all thar, the
culture (as exemplified in the modern movemene) feels irsell under
attack—does not understand or secept its victory—and remains, as
Lionel Trilling has called it, an “adversary culrure”

“Any historian of the literature of the modern age,” Trilling
weites, “will rake virtually for granted the adversary intention, the
actually subwversive intention, that characrerizes modern writing—
he will perceive its clear purpose of detaching the reader from the
habits of thoughe and feeling that the [arger colwure imposes, of
giving him a ground and a vantage point from which to judge and
condemn, and perhaps revise, the culture that has produced him.™

The legend of modernism is that of the free crearive spirit ar war
with the bourgeoisie, Whatever the truch of such a view when, say,
Whistler was accused of baving “flung a pot of ,.n_.m:. m the _E,_u:n_m
face,” in our time the idea is a caricature, Who in the world roday,
especially in the world of culture, defends the bourgeoisie? Yer in
the domain of those who think themselves serious about calture,
and of their widespread and crailing epigoni, the legend of the free
creative spirit now at war, no longer merely with bourgeais society
bur with “civilization™ or “repressive rolerance” or some other
apency that curtails “freedom,” still sustaing an adversary eulture.

The adversary culture has come to dominate the cultural order,
and chis is why the hierophants of the culture—the painters, the
writers, the Glmmakers—now dominate the audience, rather than
vice versa. Indeed, the subseribers to this adversary culture are

4 Lionel Trilling, Beyond Cultare (Mew York: Viking, 1gds), pp. sii-xiii.
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sufficiently numerous to form a distinee cultural elass, Compared 10
the society as a whole, the membership in this class is not large. No
statistical estimartes are possible, and the figure could vary from a
few hundred thousand to a couple of million. Bur size alone is
meaningless, for, compared to the past, three extraordinary changes
are evident.

Firse, there has been an evident change in scale. Even though
tiny by comparison with the numbers of the total society, the pres-
ent colrural class s numerous enough for these individuals no
longer tm be ourcasis, or a bohemian enclave, in the society. They
function institutionally as a group, bound by a consciousness of
liind.

Second, while minority life-styles and cultures have often con-
flicted with those of the majority, what is striking today i5 that the
majority has no intellectually respectable culture of its own—no
major figures in literature, painting, or poetry—to counterpose to
the adversary culture. In this sensc, bourgeois culture has been
shattered.

Third, and perhaps most importane, the protagonists of the ad-
versary calture, because of the historic subversive effecr on tradi-
tional bourgeois values, substantially influence, if nor dominate, the
cultoral establishments roday: the publishing hooses, museums,
and galleries; the major news, picture, and cultaral weeldies and
muonthlies, the thearer, the cinemna, and the universities,

Today, each new generation, starting off ar the benchmarks ac-
tained by the adversary culture of its cultural parents, declares in
sweeping fashion that the status quo represents backward conserva-
tism or repression, so that, in a widening gyre, new and fresh as-
saults on the social structure are mounted.

The historic process I have been sketching has deep roots in the
past. It has remarkable cultural drive and continuity. Much of that
drive was obscured in the 1ggos, essentially a decade of political
conservatism and cultural bewilderment, Politically, this was a pe-
riod of disillusionment, It witnessed the final ruptire of the intellee-
tuals from Stalinism, a shattering of the belief that the Sovier Union
was “progressive” merely because it called itself socialist. A number
of sociologists—Raymond Aron, Edward Shils, S. M. Lipset, and
myself—thus came to view the 19505 a5 characterized by an “end of
ideology.” By this we meant that the older political ideas of the
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radical movement had become exhausted and no longer had the
power to compel allegiance or passion among the intelligentsia.®

Although there was a widespread disillusionment wich the chili-
astic promises of political radicalism, there was almost ne positive
viewpoint to take its place. The welfare stare and the mixed econ-
oMy were not the sore of ﬁﬁ_n_m that could caprare the passions of
the mtelligentsia. Moreover, cven if radical political hopes were
momentarily  shattered, the Dbasic culeural stance  remained  the
same: the rejection of bourgeois values. Indeed, the continuity of
radicalism in the tg5os was possible not through politics but
through rhe culrre.

The experience of the 1gqos had craumarized the intelligentsia of
the rgsos, and the reflections on that experience derermined s
cultmral concerns, The pervasive cultural theme of the era was the
depersonalizacion of the individual and the atomization of sociery,
World War 1T was horrible, of course, Bot war, even the mass
bombing of citics, had been prefigured in the imagination, and,
curiously, once something has been H.z._nmm_.ﬁm, ir loses some of irs
capacity to arouse complere indignation or fear. But concentration
camps enfolding cens of millions, and death camps that processed
millions of people like cattle through a slangherhouse, had never
been imagined.”

o1 should poing cur thae the analysis of de “end of ideslogy™ did poer assume that
all secial conflict had ended and thar the d.nnn__:m.n_.___&u wirild forswear the search for
new ideolopies. In facy, a5 1 wrote in rpgg, “The young ineelleciual is unhappy
because the ‘middle way' is for ehe middle-aged, not for him; ir @5 without pasion
ail @5 deadening. . .. In the search for a ‘cause’ there is 3 deep, desporace, almest
patheric anger.” The arpoment was aleo made thae new ideologies would arise as o
source of radicalism and thar these would he thisd-world  ideologics, not the
humanistic ones of nineeenthecentury Western society. See The Eud of ldealogy
(Glencoe, 1l Free Tress, igéo), pp. 373 ef seq.

& The culture of the iggos—rthe writers who were read and studied 25 exemnplars
of the eontemporary spiric—reflected that incomprehension of wralitarian rerror. The
primary lrevary figure was Franz Kalks, whose novels and stories, writeen o years
hefore, were found to have anricipated thar dense boresueratic world where justice
could not be located and where the tortuce machine inflicted 2 hoerible death on s
victims, The writings of Kierkegaard were “discoversd,”  peshaps  because  he
cousseled thae no eational belicf in wltinare meanings was possible, only the leap of
faith. The neo-orthedex theology of Barth and Micbabe was pessimistic aboot san's
u__._m___...___. ror eranscend the sinfulness inherent in haman pride o Well's essays dealt
with che desperate scarch for grace. Canws serutinired the moral paradoxes of
political action. In the “theater of the absord,” fonesco wrote plays like The Clrairs,
i wh objects came to have a life of their own, = if the reificd o ngs of the
world had acually drawn che spiric oor of man and taken over his will. Tn the
thearer of silence, exemplified by Beckew's Waiting for Goder, the confusions of
time and self were played our in a2 mininal reciangle of realicy, o

The peint is relevant because there is 3 wendency 1o assume thae because polirical
comservatism dominated the period the serious culture was sterile, It was no,

.A.N
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The sociology of the 19508 was similarly concerned with the the-
ory of the “mass sacicty” and the rediscovery of “alienation.” H,.rn
theory of the mass society saw in the modern world the shatcering
of the rradivional primary-group des of family and local commu-
nity; it saw teaditional orders replaced by the “mass,” in which each
person lived in atomistic or anomic fashion, The rediscovery of
alienation—and it was a rediscovery, for though it has been associ-
arcd with Marxism, the first generation of Marxist writers {[auesky,
Plekhanov, Lenin) had never used the rerm—became the primary
theme of sociology. It had not been discussed hefore this tme”

On a more mundanc level, the mose popular book of sociology in
the rgs0s was David Riesman's The Lonely Crowd, which de-
scribed a major change in character structure in contemporary
society—from an individual who was sclf-disciplined and  self-
motivared {in short, the historic bourgeols man) to one who was
responsive primarily to his peer group and the pressure of “others.”
The very title of the book conveyed a judgment about the quality of
the change. Similarly, the protorypical book of the emerging youth
culture in the 1gsos was J. D, Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye,
whose narrator, Holden Caulfield, epitomized a new kind of person,
almost autistic in his inability to establish real connections in the
world around him. The "beats,” led by Allen Ginsberg and Jack
Kerouac, harbingers of the youth movement of the 1gées, had al-
ready “dropped our” of the sociery.

In short, though political ideas had become exhansted—and po-
litical life was deminated by the threac of a foreign Communist
foc—the cultural intelligentia  brooded on  themes of  despair,
anomie, and alienation, themes which were to achieve a political
incarnation in the rgfos,

" The contemporary rediscovery of alienation bad o double source. On the one
hand, it was asociated, principally "_._-n_s_mr the writings of Max Weher, with the
sense of powerlessness that individuals felt in che sociery. Mare's emphasis on the
worler “separated” from the means of production became, inf Webers perspecrive,
one special case of 2 universal trend in which the modern soldier is separated from
the means of vielence, the scientisc from the means of inquiry, and the civil servant
Erom the means of adminiscration. On the other hand, i wos 2 theme put ferward
by Marxise revisionists, principally of the posc-Sralinise freneration, whao hoped o find
the sources of a pew bumanism in Mars's eadly wricogs, mainly the Econonric.
Phitesephion! Manngeripts. In borh instasces, the theory of mas sociey and the
theme of alicnation, what was mvedved were eritical ealweal pedgments on the
quality of life in mudern sociery.
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THE MIDDLEBROWS OF ‘THE 19508

The affluence of middle-class Ametica in the 19505 had its coun-
terpart in a widespread “middlebrow” culture. The term itself re-
flected the new style of cultural criricism. In effect, culture, as it
came to be conceived in the mass middle-class magazines, was not a
discussion of serious works of art but a style of life that was orga-
nized and “consumed.” Following suit, cultural criticism became a
snob’s game, played by advertising men, magazine illustrators,
home decorators, women's magazine editors, and Fast Side homo-
sexuals as one more fashionable amusement, The game of high-low-
and-middle became démodé once the middlebrows caughe on, to be
quickly replaced by the new game of in-and-our. To be “in” meant
to be well ahead of the erowd in fashion, or, perversely, to like what
the vulgar masses liked (the New York Daily News, fast-paced,
grade-B movie thrillers, popular songs) rather than what the pre-
tentious middle classes liked, When in-and-our was replaced by
“camp,” the game was the same, except that fashion had become
low fashion.

Bur even though cultural criticism became a game, it was also a
serious problem for the intellectual, who was now invited to play a
role in a cultore he had always mocked. The writers for Partisen
Review now came to dominate the New Forker, a magazine that
had been scorned in the 19305 and 19405, Writers for Commmentary
were invited to write in the New Vork Times Sunday Mapazine
section, Even the Saturday Evening Post began running articles in
its “Adventures of the Mind” series by such writers and critics as
Randall Jarrell and Clement Greenberg. Many of the radical writers
fele that the mass media courted them in order to provide prestige
for the mass magazines; and an even more sinister motive, the “tam-
ing” of radical criticism altogether, was suspected. What was not
realized was that sociecy itself had lost its cultural meorings.

The relationship of the serious critic and intellectual to the bur-
geoning mass culture of the 1p5os beecame a discrere problem in
itself and the source of many a lengthy essay and symposiom. The
fundamental response of the radical intellectoal was a wide-ranging
attack on middle-class culture, For the serious critic, the real enemy,
the worst kitsch, was not the vast sea of trash bur middlebrow
culture; or, as Dwight Macdonald labeled it, “Mideule.” In “Mass-

44

The Colrural Conradictions of Capitalise

cult,” Macdonald wrote, “The trick is Enm=|3 please the crowd by
any means. Bur Midcule has it both ways: it pretends to respeet the
sandards of High Culture while in face it waters them down and
vulgarizes them,"

Hannah Arendi, a thoughtful and disquieting social critic, took
the classical argument one step further and blended with it a his-
torical-Marxist analysis. She argued that bourgeois “society”—she
here means the relatively homogeneous community of educated and
cultivated persons—had always treared culture as a commodiry and
had gained snob values from its exchange; there had always existed
a cerrain tension between culture (ie., the producers of art) and
society (which consumed it)." But for her there were two n_..._nmm_
differences between the past and the present. In the old days, indi-
vidualism flourished or was made possible through an escape from
society, often into rebel or bohemian weorlds. (“A good part of the
despair of individuals under conditions of mass society is due o the
fact that these avenues of escape are, of course, closed as soon as
society has incorporated all the strata of the population.”) More-
over, though “sociery” in the past coveted culture largely for its
snob appeal, it did nor comsume culture, even if it abused or de-
valued it and turned “cultural things into social commodities.” Mass
society, “on the contrary, wants not culture, but entertainment, and
the wares offered by the entertainment industry are indeed con-
sumed by society just as are any other consumer goods.”

In sum, though in the 1g5os there was a burning out of the radi-
cal political will, this radical will—the distancing of self from the
society—was maintained in the culture and through cultural criti-
cism. When new political impulses arose in the 19605, radicalism
found the values of the adversary cultare—the attack on society
through such themes as mass society, anomie, alienation—as the
Asiadne’s thread which allowed it to emerge into a new radical

period.

.?rnusaE#E_.ﬁmanﬁiumnﬂﬂkmama.mn%n-n_.ﬁs,ﬂ__n:ua.sm_...,_u—_nﬂam
American radicalism, a Bolshevile habit &ﬂnﬂ.ﬁh&uw—w, wapds—polithura for the
wﬁgﬂm bureau of the Party, or orghure for the organizatitn bureau—caughe on.

us, the e of proletarian liveratore was Imown as prolereuls, Macdonald adopted
this jargon his own sardonic sgple; see Masenlt & Mideadt, Partisan Review
Series, no. §, 1961,

®Heonah Arendr, “Society and Culewre,” in Caulture for she Millions?, ed.
Mormin Jacobs (Princeton: Van Mostrand, rofed, pp. 43-53. The argument is
clabarited in Bevween Post and Futire (Wew York: Vilding, 1961), pp. 1og-226.
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ENTER MODERNISM

We come to an extraordinary sociological puzzle. A single culrural
temper, mood, movement—its very amorphousness or protean na-
ture precludes a single encapsulating term—has persisted for more
than a century and a quarter, providing renewed and sustained
actacks on the social structurc. The most inclusive term for this
cultural temper is modernism: the self-willed effort of a style and
sensibility to remain in the forefront of “advancing consciousness.”
What is the narure, then, of this sentiment that, antedating even
Marxism, has been attacking bourgeois society and, withonr the
kind of sustained organization a political movement possesses, has
been able to sustain such a program? Why did it so caprure rhe
artistic imagination that it could preserve itself through generations
and have fresh appeal for each new cohort of the intelligentsia?

Modernism pervades all the arts. Yer if one looks at particular
examples, there seems to be no single unifying principle. It includes
the new syntax of Mallarmé, the dislocation of forms in cubism, the
stream of consciousness in Virginia Woolf and Joyee, the atonality
of Berg. Each of these, as it first appeared, was “difficult” ro under-
stand. In fact, as a number of writers have suggesced, original diffi-
culty is a sign of modernism. It is willfully opaque, works with
unfamiliar forms, is self-consciously experimental, and secks delib-
erately to disturb the audience—to shock it, shake it up, even to
transform it as if in a religious conversion. This very difficulty is
clearly one source of its appeal to initiates, for esoteric knowledge,
like the special formula of the magi or the hermeticism of ancient
pricsts, gives one an enhanced sense of power over the valgar and
the unenlightened,

Irving Howe has supgested that the modern must be defined in
terms of what it is not, as an “inclusive negative.” Modernity, he
writes, “consists in a revolt against the prevalent seyle, an wnyield-
ing rage against the official order.” But this very condition, as Howe
points out, creates a dilemma: “Modernism must always struggle
but never quite triumph, and then, after a time, must struggle in
order not to trinmph,”™® This is true, T think, and explains its con-
tinuing adversary stance. But it does not explin the “unyielding

% —a_.__r..m. Howe, ed., The Idea of the Modern fn Literattre and the Artr (New
Yorle: Horizon Press, 1967}, p. 13 My italies.
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rage,” or the necd to negate every prevalent style including, in the
end, its own,

Modernism, seen as a whole, exhibits a striling parallel to 2 com-
mon assumption of the social science of the late nineteenth eentury,
For Marx, Freud, and Pareto, the irrationality of the substructures
of reality belied the sorface rationality of appearances. For Marx,
beneath the exchange process was the anarchy of the marker; for
Fread, beneath the tight reins of ego was the limitless unconscious,
driven by instinet; for Parcto, under the forms of logic were the
residues of irrational sentiment and emotion. Modernism, too, in-
sists on the meaninglessness of appearance and seeks to uncover the
substructure of the imagination. This expresses itself in two ways.
One, stylistically, is an attempt to eclipse “distance”—psychic dis-
tance, social distance, and aesthetic distance—and insist on the
absolute presentness, the simultaneity and immediacy, of experi-
ence. The other, themartically, is the insistence on the absolure
imperiousncss of the self, of man as the “self-infinitizing” creature
who is impelled to search for the beyond.

Modernism is a response to two social changes in the nineteenth
century, one on the level of sense perceprion of the social environ-
ment, the other of consciousness about the self. In the everyday
world of sense impressions, there was a disorientarion of the sense
of space and time, derived from the new awareness of motion and
speed, light, and sound that came from the revolution in communi-
cation and transport. The erisis in self-conscionsness arose from the
loss of religions certitude, of belief in an afterlife, in heaven or hell,
and from the new consciousness of an immutable boundary beyond
life and the nothingness of death. In effect, these were two new
ways of experiencing the world, and often the artist himself was
never wholly aware of the disorientation in the social environment
which had shaken up the world and made it scem as if there were
only pieces. Yet he had to reassemble these pieces in a new way.

MODERNISM: SYNTAX AND FORM e

For the second half of the nineteenth century, then, an ordered
world was a chimera. What was suddenly real, in molding the sensa
perception of an environment, was movement and fux. A radical
change in the nature of aesthetic perceprion had suddenly oc-
curred. If one asks, in aesthetic terms, how modern man differs from
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the Greeks in experiencing sensations or emotions, the answer
would have 1o do not with the basic human feclings, such as friend-
shig, love, Fear, crueley, and aggression, which are common o all
ages, but with the temporal-spatial dislocation of motion and height,
In the ninetcenth century, for the first time in history, men could
travel faster than by foot or on an animal, and gain a different sense
of changing landscape, a suecession of images, the blur of motion,
which he had never before experienced, Or one could, first in a
balloon and later in a plane, rise thousands of feet in the sky and see
from the air topographical parterns that the ancients had never
known,.

What was true of the physical world was equally true of the
social, With the growth of numbers and density in che cities, there
was greater interaction among people, a syncretism of experience
that provided a sudden openness o new styles of life and to a
gengraphical and social mobility thar had never been available be-
fore. In the canvases of art, the subjects were no longer the mytho-
logical creatures of the past, or the stillness of nature, bur the
promenade and the plage, the bustle of ecivy life, and the brilliance
of night life in an urban environment transformed by eleceric light.
It is this response to movement, space, and change which provided
the new syntax of art and the dislocation of traditional forms.

In the classical pre-modern view, art was essentially contempla-
tive; the viewer or spectator held “power” over the cxperience by
keeping his aesthetic distance from it. In modernism, the intention
is to “overwhelm” the spectaror so that the art product irself—
through the foreshortening of perspective  in painting, or the
“sprung rhythm” of a Gerard Manley Hopkins in poetry—imposes
itself on the spectator in its own terms. In modernism, genre be-
comes an archaic conception whose distinctions are ignored in the
flux of experience,

It is this modernist effort to capture the flux which gives mean-
ing, I think, re Virginia Woelf's gnomic remark, “On or abour De-
cember 1910, human nature changed.” As Irving Howe comments,
in this hyperbole there is a “frightening discontinuity between the
traditional past and the shaken present . . . the line of history has
bieen bene, H.E_._._ﬂ.._n broken.”

In making this break, in the emphasis on the absolute present,
both artist and spectator are forced to make and remake themselves
anew each moment. With the repudiation of unbroken eontinuity,
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and the belief that the future is in the present, one loses the classi-
cal sense of wholeness or completeness, The fragment or the part
replaces the whole, One finds a new aesthetic in the broken torso,
the isolated hand, the primitive grimace, the figure cut by the frame,
rather than in the bounded whole. And in the mingling and jos-
tling of styles, the very idea of genre and boundary, of principles
appropriate to a genre, s abandoned. One might say, in fact, that
aestheric disaster itself becomes an aesthetic.

MODERNISM: NOTHINGNESS AND SELF

The sense of movement and change—the upheaval in the mode
of confronting che world—established vivid new conventions and
forms by which people judged their sense perceprions and experi-
ence. Bur more subtly, the awareness of change prompred a deeper
crisis in the human spirit, the fear of nothingness, The decline of
religion, and especially of belief in an immortal soul, provoked a
momentous breal with the eenturies-old nasnmﬂﬂ.a: of an un-
bridgeable chasm between the human and the divine. Men now
sought to cross that gulf and, as Faust, the first modern, pur i,
attain “godlike knowledge,” to “prove in man the starure of a god”
or clse confess his “kinship with the worm."

As a consequence of this soperhuman effort, in the nineteenth
century the sense of the self eame ro the fore, The individual was
considered unique, with singular aspirations, and life assumed a
greater sanctity and preciousness. The enhancement of the single
life became a value for its own sake. Economic meliorism, ant-
slavery sentiment, women's rights, and the end of child labor and
cruel punishments became the social issues of the day, But in a
deeper metaphysical sense, this spiritual enterprise became the
basis of the idea that men could go beyond necessity, that they
would no longer be constrained by nature bue could arcive, in He-
gel's phrase, ar the end of history, in the kingdom of perfeer free-
dom. The “unhappy consciousness” of which Hegel wrote is the
realization of a divine power and status thar ofin must seive to
achieve, The deepest nature of modern man, the secrer of his soul as
revealed by the modern metaphysic, is that he seeks o reach oue
beyond himself; knowing that negativiry—death—is finite, he re-
fuses to accepr it. Behind the chiliasm of modern man is the mega-
lomania of self-infinirization. In consequence, the modern hubris is
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the refusal ro accept limits, the insistence on continually reaching
out; and the modern world proposes a destiny that is always be-
yend: beyond morality, beyond tragedy, beyond cultare,™

THE TRIUMPH OF THE WILL

In Western consciousness there has always been tension hetween
the rational and the nonrational, between reason and will, berween
reason and instinet, as the driving forces of man, Whatever the
specific distinctions, rational judgment was traditionally thought to
be superior in the hierarchy, and this order dominared Western
culture for almost two millennis.,

Modernism dirempts this hierarchy. It is the triumph of the spir-
ited, of the will, In Flobbes and Rousseau, intelligence is a slave to
appetite and the passions, In Hegel, the will is the necessary com-
ponent of knowing. In Nietzsche, the will is fused with the aes-
thetic made, in which knowledge derives most direcely (“appre-
hended, not ascerrained,” a5 he says in the first line of The Birth of
Tragedy) from intoxication and dream. And if the aesthetic experi-
ence alone is to justify life, then morality is suspended and desire
has no limit. Anyching is possible in this quest of the self o explore
its relation to sensibility.

The emphasis of modernism is on the present or on the future,
but never on the past. Yer when one is cut off from the past, one
cannot cscape the final sense of nothingness that the furure then
holds. Faith is no longer possible, and art or nature or impulse can
erase the self only momentarily in the intoxication or frenzy of the
Drionysian act. But intoxication always passes, and there is the cold
morning afrer, which arrives inexorably with the break of day. This

1 Compare these powerful starements by two eontemporary writers. In Malrawe's
Maw’s Fate (New York: Vintage Books, re61), p. 228, Oid Gisors deseribes o Ferral
man and hig desires; “To be more than a man in & world of men. To eseape
man's fate. [To bel not powerful: all powerful, The visionary disease, of which the
will ta power i4 only the intellecal justification, is the will ro godhead: cvery man
deeams of being god.”

In Saul Bellow's Mr, Semmder's Planet (MNew York: Viking, rogo), pp. 33-34, old
Sammler refleers: “You wondered whether ., . the worse enemies of eivilization
might ner prove oo be its petted intellectuals who ateacked it ar it weakest moments

—atracked it in the name of reason and in the same of ferationality, in the rame of
visceral depth, in the name of sex, in the name of perfeet and instant freedom, For

whae Bt emounted w was limitless demand—insatiabificy, refusal of che doomed
creature (death being sure and final} to go away from this world unsatisfied. A full
bill of demand and complaine was therefore presented by each individual. Non.

negotiable, Recognizing na scarcity in any human department.”
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incscapable eschatological anxiety leads inevirably ro the feeling—
the black thread of modernist thought—that each person’s own life
iv at the end of time. The sense of an ending, the feeling that one is
living in an apocalyptic age, is, as Frank Kermode has o_.wwn.,.ﬁx_.. “as
endemic to what we call modernism as apocalyptic utopianism s to
political revolution. . . . Its recurrence is a fearure of our culrural
tradition.™

In discussing modernism, the categories of “left” and “right”
male lictle sense. Modernism, as Thomas Mann phrased i, culti-
vates “a sympathy for the abyss.” Nietzsche, Years, Pound, and
Wyndham Lewis were politically to the right. Gide was a pagan,
Malraux a revolutionist. Bur whatever the political stripe, the mod-
ern movement has been united by rage against the social order as
the first cause, and a belief in the apocalypse as the final cause. It is
this trajectory which provides the permanent appeal and the per-
manent radicalism of that movement,

Traditional modernism sought to substitute for religion or moral-
ity an aesthetic justification of life; to create a work of art, to he a
work of art—this alone provided meaning in man's effort to tran-
scend himself. But in going back to art, as is evident in Zmnﬁumrﬁ
the very search for the roots of self moves the quest of maodernism
from art to psychology: from the product to the producer, from the
object to the psyche,

In the 196os a powerful current of post-modernism developed
which carried the logic of modernism to its farthest reaches. In the
theoretical writings of Norman O. Brown and Michel m.a:aunF. in
the novels of William Burroughs, Jean Genet and, up to a poing,
Morman Mailer, and in the porno-pop culture that is now all about
us, one sees a logical colmination of modernist intentions. They are,
as Diana Trilling put it, "the adventurers beyond consciousness.”

There are several dimensions to the post-modernist mood. Thus,
against the acstheric justification for life, post-modernism has com-
pletely substituted the instinctual. Impulse and pleasure alone are
real and life-affirming; all else is neurosis and death. Moreover,
traditional modernism, no matter how daring, Played out its im-
pulses in the imagination, within the constraints of art. Whether
demonie or murderous, the Fantasies were expressed through the
ordering principle of acsthetic form. Art, therefore, even though

12 Frank Kermode, The Senre of an Endimg (Mew Yorl: Oxford University Press,
robyl, ool
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subversive of society, still ranged itself on the side of order and,
implicitly, of a ratonality of form, if not of content. Post-modern-
ism overflows che vessels of are, It rears down the boundarics and
insists that acting out, rather than making distinctions, is the way
gain knowledge, The “happening” and the “environment,” the
“streer” and the “scene,’ are the proper arena not for art but for
life.

Extranrdinarily, none of this is in irself completely new. There
has always been an esoterie teadition within all Wesrern religion
which has sancrioned participation in secret rites of release, de-
bauch, and rotal freedom for those, the “gnostics,” who have been
initiated into secret sects through secrer knowledge. Gnosticism, in
its intellectoal formulations, has provided the jnstification for the
atracls on the restraines that cvery society has imposed on its mem-
bers. Yet in the past this knowledge was kepe hermetic, its members
were secretive, What is most striking abour post-modernism is that
what was once maintained as csoreric is now proclaimed as ideol-
ogy, and what was once the property of an aristocracy of the spirit
is now mirned into the democratic property of the mass, The gnosic
mode has ﬂ_...,_.mvﬁ bear against the historic, __..w._,__n_..u_amhnum raboos of
civilization. That assault has now been made the platform of a
widespread caloural movement.

The pose-modern temper, looked at as a set of loosely associated
docerines, itself goes in two dircctions. One is philosophical, a kind
of negative Hegelianism. Michel Foucaule sees man as a shore-lived
historical incarnation, “a ace on rhe sand,” to be washed away by
the waves. The “ruined and pest-ridden cities of man called “soul’
and ‘being’ will be de-constructed.” It is no longer the decline of the
West, but the end of all civilization. Much of this is maodish, a play
of words pushing a thought to an absurd logicality. Like the angry
playfulness of Dada or surrealism, it will probably be remembered,
if at all, as a foornote to cultural history,

But the posi-modern temper, moving in another direction, does
carry a much more significant implicarion. It provides the psycho-
logical spearhead for an onslaught on the values and motivational
patterns of “ordinary” behavior, in the name of liberarion, eroticism,
freedom of impulse, and the like. It is this, dressed up in more
popular form, which is the importance of the post-modernist doc-
trine. For it means that a crisis of middle-class values is ar hand.

m.u.
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DEATH OF THE BOURGEOIS WORLD-VIEW

The bourgeois world-view—rationalistic, matter-of-face, prag-
matic—had by the mid-nineteenth century come to dominate not
only the techno-economic structure but also the culture, especially
the religions order and the educational system which instilled “ap-
propriate” motivation in the child. Ir reigned triumphant every-
where, opposed only in the realm of culture by those who disdained
its unheroic and anti-tragic mood, as well as its orderly artitude
toward time.

As we have seen, the last 100 years have witnessed an effort by
anti-bourgeois culture to achieve autonomy from the social strue-
ture, first by denying bourgeois values in the realm of art, and
second by carving our enclaves where the bohemian and the avane-
gardist could live a contrary style of life. By the turn of the century
the avant-garde had succeeded in escablishing a “life-space” of its
own, and by 1910-1930 it was on the offensive againse traditional
culture.

In both doctrine and life-style, the anti-bourgeois won out. This
triumph meant thar in the colture antinomiamsm and anti-institu-
vionalism ruled. In the realm of art, on the level of aestheric doc-
trine, few opposed the idea of boundless experiment, of unfertered
freedom, of unconstrained sensibility, of impulse being superior to
order, of the imagination being immune to merely rational criti-
cism. There is no longer an avant-garde, because no one in our post-
modern culture is on the side of order or tradition, There exists only
a desire for the new—or boredom with the old and the new.

The traditional bourgeois organization of life—its rationalism
and sobriety—now has few defenders in the culture, nor does it
have any established system of cultural meanings or stylistic forms
with any intellectual or coltural respectability, To assume, as some
social eritics do, that the technocratic mentality dominates the cul-
tural order is to fly in the face of every bit of evidence ar hand.
What we have today is a radical disjonction of culture and social
structure, and it is such disjunctions which hisforically have paved
the way for more direct social revolutions.

In two fundamental ways that new revolution has already begun.
Fiest, the autonomy of culture, achieved in art, now begins to pass
over into the arena of life. The post-modernist temper demands that
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what was previously played out in fantasy and imagination must be
acted out in life as well. There is no distinction berween are and life,
Anything permitted in art is permitted in life as well,

Sccond, the life-style once practiced by a small efnacle, whether
the cool life mask of a Baudelaire or the hallucinatory rage of a
Rimbaud, is now copied by the “many™ (a minority in the sociery,
to be sure, but nonetheless large in number) and dominates the
cultural scene. This change of scale gave the culture of the g6os its
special surge, coupled with the fact that a bohemian life-style once
limited to a tny elite is now acted out on the giant sereen of the
mass media,

The combination of these two changes adds up to the renewal of
the onslaught by the “eulture” against the “social structure,” When
such attacks were lunched before—say, André Breton's surrealise
proposal in the early 19308 that the towers of Notre Dame be re-
placed by an enormous glass eruet, one of the boreles filled with
blood, the other with sperm, the church itself becoming a sexual
school for virgins—they were understood as heavy-handed japes,
perpetrated by the licensed “fools” of society. But the rise of a hip-
drug-rock culture on the popular level (and the “new sensibility” of
blacl-mass humor and violence in the arena of culture) undermines
the social struceure iwself by striking at the motivational and
psychic-reward system which has sustained ir. In chis sense, the
culture of the 19605 had a new and perhaps distinctive historie
meaning, as an end, and as a beginning,

II

FROM THE PROTE
E

STANT ETHIC TO
THE PSYCHEDELIC

BAZAAR

Changes in cultural ideas have an immanence and autonomy be-
cause they develop from an internal logic at work within a cultural
tradition. In this sense, new idess and forms derive from a kind of
dialogue with, or rebellion against, previous ideas and forms. But
changes in cultural practices and life-styles necessarily interace
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with social structure, since works of art, decoration, records, films,
and plays are bought and sold in the marker. The marker is where
social structore and culture cross, Changes in colture as o whole,
particalarly the emergence of new life-styles, are made possible not
only by changes in sensibilicy, but also by shifts in the social serue-
ture jtself. One can see this most readily, in American society, in the
development of new buying habits in a high consumption economy
and the resultant erosion of the Protestant ethic and the Puritan
temper, the two codes which sustained che traditional value system
of American bourgeois sociery. It is the breakup of this ethic and
remper, owing as much to changes in social structure as to changes
in the culture, that has undercur the beliefs and legitimations that
sanctioned worle and reward in American society. It is this trans-
formation and the lack of any rooted new ethic that are responsible,
in good part, for the sense of disorientation and dismay that marks
the public mood today. What I propose to do here is o ke my
general argument abour modernism and bourgeois sociery and trace
out the effeces more specifically in American society, which has
been the exemplar of the bourgeois mode.

THE SMALL-TOWN LIFE

The Protestant ethic and the Puritan temper were codes that
emphasized work, sobriety, frugality, sexual resteaine, and a forbid-
ding atritude toward life. They defined the nature of moral conduct
and social respectabilicy. The post-modernist culture of the 19608
has been interpreted, because ir calls irself a “ecounter-culture,” as
defying the Protestant erhic, heralding the end of Puritanism, and
mounting a final attack on bourgeois values. This is too facile. The
Protestant ethic and the Puritan temper, as social facts, were eroded
long ago, and they linger on as pale ideologies, used more by moral-
i5ts to admonish and by sociologists to mythologize than as behav-
toral realities. The breakup of the traditional bourgeois value
system, in facr, was brought about by the bourgeois cconomic
system—by the free market, to be precise. This is the source of the
contradiction of capiralism in American life. g

"The Protestant ethic and the Purican temper in the Unired Srares
were the world-view of an agrarian, small-town, mercantile and
artisan way of life. In the United Srates, as Page Smith reminds us,
“if we except the family and the church, the basic form of social
organization up to the carly decades of the twentieth century was
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the small town.”™ The life and characrer of American society were
shaped by the small town, and its religions. They were necessary to
enforce strong codes of community sanctions in a hostile environ-
ment; they provided meaning and justification for work and re-
straint in subsistence economies.

If the core values of American society arc summed up by the
terms “Puritan temper” and “Protestant ethic,” they are represented
by the two men who stand as exemplars of the early American
spirit, Jonathan Fdwards as the Puritan and Benjamin Franklin as
the Protestant. The thought and homiletics of these rwo men laid
down the specific virtues and maxims of the American characrer.

As Van Wyck Brooks wrote in America’s Coming-of-Age:

For three generations the prevailing American character was compact
in one type, the man of action who was also the man of God, Not until
the eighteenth century did che rift appear and with it the essential
distinction berween “Highbrow” and “Lowbrow." It appearcd in the
wo philosophers, Jonathan Edwards and Benjamin Franklin, who shared
the eightenth century berween them. In their singular purity of type and
in the apparent incompatibility of their aims they determined the
American character as a racial face, and afeer them the Revolurion became
inevitable. Channing, Lincoln, Emerson, Whitman, Grant, Webster,
Garrison, Edison, Roclefeller, Mrs. Eddy, Woodrow Wilson are all, in
one way or another, permutations and eombinations of these two grand
progenitors of the American mind,!

Without doube, as Brooks and, following him, Perry Miller have
insisted, the thought of the Puritan theoeracy is the great influential
fact in the history of the American mind. In the mid-eighteenth
century, America’s leading intellecruals were clergymen and their
thoughts were about theology. For more than roo years, their
thought dominated all speculative philosophy in America. And even
when the theology was gone, the deep sense of guilt, especially
about sexual conduet, which had been instilled in the American
character lay imprinted and almost ineradicable for another cen-
tary,

“It is notorious,” George Santayana observed more than so years
ago, “"how metaphysical was the passion that drove the Puritans to
these shores; they went there in the hope of living more perfectly in

1 Page Smith, As a City upon a Hill (New York: Alfred A, Knopl, 1g6o), pvii.

1 Van Wyck Brooks, dwnerica's Coming-of-dge (Garden City, MY Doubleday
Anchor, sl orig. ed,, 1015}, p. 5
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the spiric."® The core of the Paritan belief was hostility to civiliza-
tion. The sociery of the time was corrupt, and one had to return to
the primitive simplicity of the original church, which drew its will
directly from God rather than from man-made institutions.

The Puritans had signed & covenant which committed each man
to an cxemplary life. Bue no person—or doctrine—can live at a
fever pitch of intensity for prolonged periods, especially when it
means maintaining a life of stern discipline over the springs of im-
pulse. Calvinism, even in the early American colonies, was con-
stantly being nibbled away as new doctrines, such as Arminianism
(the basis of Wesley's Methodism), tried to replace absolute pre-
destination with conditonal election, What Jomathan Edvweards did
was to provide a renewal of the Absolute and a psychological
mechanism whereby the individual could scrutinize himself and
hold himself to account. In T'he Great Christian Doctrine of Origi-
wal Sin Defended (1758), Edwards ateacked those who would relax
Calvinism. He argued that depravity is inevitable because the iden-
tity of consciousness makes all men one with Adam. He believed in
a privileged elect, not of those bearing the outward sign of work but
of those who experienced saving grace by some inner illuminarion,
by a transforming experience,

If Jonmathan Edwards was the aesthetic and intuitive Puritan,
Benjamin Franklin was the pragmatic and utilitarian Protestanc. He
was a practical man who looked at the world with an unblinking
eye, intent mainly on “getting ahead” by frugality, industry, and
native shrewdness, Franklin’s life exemplified that fundamental
Ammerican characteristic, mn—_.n-._ﬂwac..,nﬂnﬁ. .._..ﬂq.:.__m. to imitate the
manner of Addison’s Spectator, Franklin wrote his own paragraphs,
compared them with his mentor, and rewrote them, thus acquiring
a vocabulary and fashioning a style of his own, Doggedly, he taught
himself French, Italian, Spanish, and Latin. To relieve the “itch” of
youthful passions, he entered into a common-law union with his
landlady’s daughrer and had two children by her.

The key word in Franklins vocabulary was “wseful.” His one
book, the Autobiograpby, was begun as something that mighe be
useful to his som; that purpose served, the book was never finished.
He invented a stove, founded a hospital, paved the streets, estab-

% George Santayana, Charecter amd Opinien in the United States (Mew York:
Beaziller, 1955; orig. ed,, gea}, p. 7.
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lished a city police force, for all these were uscful projects. He
believed it was useful to believe in God, for God rewards virtue and
punishes vice. In Poor Richard’s Almanack {i1732-1757), Franklin
pilfered the world’s store of aphorisms and adapted them as homi-
lies for the poor. “As Poor Richard says” became a phrase that gave
weight to all the right vircues, There were, Franklin said, 13 oseful
virtues: temperance, silence, order, resolution, Frugalicy, industry,
sincerity, justice, maoderation, cleanliness, tranquillity, chastity, and
humility. There is perhaps no berter inventory of the American
creed. Franklin wrote that he gave to each o weelds strier atcention,
sereing down in a notchook the measure of daily success achieved in
its practice. And thus he went through “a course complete in thir-
teen weeks and four courses a year.™

Yet all this was partly cunning, and perhaps even deceir, While
Franklin was thrifty and industrious, his success, lilke that of many a
good Yankee, came from his capacity to make influential friends, an
uncanny ability to advertise himself, and the charm and wit re-
flected in his person and his writing. (Even the “ich” proved re-
newable, for he sired two more illegitimate children.) He amassed a
modest fortune, retired to pursue his interest in naroral philosophy
and elecrricivy, and for six years Franklin used his leisure for disin-
terested study before being drawn into public life.

Two images have come down to us as the essence of the Ameri-
can character: the piety and torment of Jonathan Fdwards, ob-
sessed with human depravity, and the practicality and expedience
of Benjamin Franklin, orented o a world of possibility and gain,
Again, it s Van Wyck Brooks who best portrayed chis dualism,
writing almost fo years ago:

So it 5 that from the beginning we find two main currents in the
American mind running side by side but rarely ::._..%H.__m--u current of
overtones and a corrent of undertones—and both equally unsecial: on the
one hand, the wranscendental current, originating in the picty of the
Puritans, becoming a philosophy in Jonathan Edwards, passing through

= I his magisrecinl work, The Protessans Erbic and the Sprie of Capitalinn, Max
Weber sees Franklin as the embodiment of both, He eites bis “sernons,” as he calls
them (.. Time is money . . . Remember that credic i money. 1IF o omn lers his
_._.._..__unw_ lic inn miy hands after it is done, he gives me the interest . . "), a5 marking
the characeeristic ethas of the “new man” Interesangly, Weber cites Franklin more
often than he cives Lother, Calvin, Boowr, Builey, or any of the other Puritan
divings o describic the lineaments of the new erhie, See Max Weber, The Protestans
FErbie and the Spivie of Capitalirn, toans, Taleorr Parsons (London: G, Allen &
Unwin, 1930).

58

s

A sl g o e

L et

A 2 Pty s T b st

The Culinral Congradictions of Capitalisin

Emerson, producing the fastidious refinement and aloolness of the chicf
American writers, and resultng in the final unrealicy of most contempo-
rary American culture, and on the other hand, the current of carchpenny
opportunism, originating in the practical shifes of Puritn life, _:Eén..ﬁm
a philosophy in Franklin, passing through the American humorists an
resulting in the atmosphere of our contemporary business life, . . 17

Whatever the irrational mystery at the foundation of Puritan
theology, the community jtself was ruled by a rational morality in
which the moral law was a cold and righteous necessity. The core of
Puritanism, once the theological husks are steipped away, was an
intense moral zeal for the regulation of cveryday conduce, not be-
cause the Puritans were harsh or prurient, but because chey had
founded their community a5 a covenant in which all individuals
were in compact with cach other. Given the external dangers and
psychological strains of living in a closed world, the individual had
to be concerned not only with his own behavior bur with the com-
munity. One's own sins imperiled not juse oneself but the group; by
failing to observe the demands of the covenant, one could bring
down God's wrath on the community.,

The terms of the covenant committed each person to an exem-
plary life. But the very explicitness of the covenant—and the in-
timacy of village life—made cveryone aware of the sins of
temptation and the temptations of the flesh.’® This made the mem-
bers more self-scourging, and afrer being sinners—for there was a
considerable amount of illicic sexual activity and a bucolic realism
about sex—they were also grear repenters. The ritual of confession
was at the heart of Puritanism both in Mew England and, later, in
the Midwestern revivalist communitics which carricd the moral
scourging, if not che theology of Puritanism, across the councry.

17 Brooks, op. i, p. 1o,

su_:_:ma the most powerful literary llustoation of these illicic fmpuolses s
Hawthome's short story “Young Goodman Brown," an oncivemantic vision of a
black mass in the woods of Salem. In the story, Young Goodman Brown leaves his
wife 1o go inte the woods with the devil (who bears 2 serpent rod = phallus) o be
baptized inoo the Hﬂmsnﬁ of sin. To his surprise and horror, he recogrnizes all dhe
"good” people of the town joyfully _..._E.__ma.w roveard the initiadon ceremony, and

izes, a5 well, his ewn young wifc Faith. The ceremgny and the music have
the form of a religious liangy, but the content i the Bowers of evil. In the end it &
never clear whether this was, for Goodman Brown, an actual event or a dream in
which he was strupgling with his own sinful impulses. But his life from then on was
miserable, ("On che mam_ﬁnr day, when the congregation were singing 3 holy psalm
he could noe liscen because an anthem of sin rushed loudly nvc%mr_u tar . . .") He
fed a canlered and shriveled existence, and his d h.ﬂm hour was gloom. See “Young

il

Goodman Brown," i The Nowelr and Tales of Nachaniel Haowthorne (New Yock:
Madern Library, 1037), pp. 10331041,
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The towns thar were established, first in the wilderness and then
in the prairies, faced the problem of maintaining some social erder
among a population that often had a high proportion of social mis-
firs and ne'er-do-wells, A town of 2 few hundred families could not
jail those who deviated from its code, or drive them all our. A
system of social control by gossip or shaming, by public confession
and repentance, became the means of preventing large-scale break-
down in many communities, The idea of respectabilicy—the dis-
trust  of lightheartedness, pleasure, drink—became  so deeply
ingrained that it persisted long after the initial material necessity
was gone. If, in the beginning, work and riches were the signs of
election, in the next century they became the badges of respect-
ability,

PURITANISM AS AN IDEOLOGY

A value syscem is often diffuse and inchoate. When it is organized
mnee a specific code and formulated as a sct of religiovs dogmas, an
explicit covenant, or an ideology, it becomes a means of mobilizing
a community, of enforcing discipline or a set of social controls. Why
an ideology lingers on and grows even stronger, long after its initial
congruence with a social movement has disappeated, is a complicated
instance of the sociology of domination: witness the hold of Mor-
mon theology, which grew out of the antinomian doctrine of pro-
gressive revelation yer today functions as a source of conservatism;
or the ideology of egalitarian Communism in the Sovier Union, half
a century after the revolution, to justify the rise of a new class. In
such situations, the ideclogy carries with it the authority and sane-
tity of the past; it has been inseilled inro the child and becomes the
only conceptual map of the world as well as of the moral norms of
conduct. Often, though the original rheroric and symbols remain,
the content has been subely redefined, over tme, to justify the es-
tablished social codes and social controls that burtress the social
power of the predominant class.

This is the functional component of an ideology. Bur there is a
cognitive or intellectual component as well. It is in the character of
ideologies not only to reflect or justify an underlying reality bur,
once launched, to rake on a life of their own. A truly powerful
ideology opens up a new vision of life to the imagination; once
formulated, it remains part of the moral repertoire to be drawn

6o

e B e T T T ey

ferTPs

W

The Cultaral Comtradictions of Capitalismy

upon by intellectuals, cheologians, or moralists a5 part of the range
of possibilities open to mankind. Unlike economies or onrmoded
technologies, they do not disappear. These “moments of conscious-
ness,” as Hegel termed chem, are renewable; they can be called
upon and reformulated thronghour the history of a civilization,
Thus an ideology gnawed at, worried to the bone, argued: abour,
dissected, and restated by an army of essayists, moralists, and intel-
lectuals becomes a force in its own righe.

This was the fate of Puritanism. Long after the harsh environ-
ment that fostered the initial ideology had been mitigated, the force
of the belief remained. As Van Wyck Brooks once noted so pun-
gently: “When the wine of the Purirans spilled, the aroma became
transcendentalism, and the wine iself commereialism.”

As an idea system, Puritanism underwent a transfiguration over a
period of 200 years, from rigorous Calvinist predestination, through
Edwards' aesthetie illuminations, into the transcendentalism  of
Emerson, and it finally dissolved into the “genceel cradicion™ afrer
the Civil War, As a ser of social pracrices, it was transmogrified into
the social Darwinist justifications of rampant individualism and
money-making {25 Edmund Morgan has observed, Benjamin Frank-
lin earned his own money; John D). Rockefeller chought his came
from God) and the consericting eodes of small-town life.

THE NEW LIBERATION

The major intellectual artack on Puritanism came in the firse dec-
ade and a half of the twentieth century from the realm of culture
and from the Young Intellectuals, a Harvard College group that
included Walter Lippmann, Van Wyck Broolks, John Reed, and Har-
old Stearns." Awmerica’s Coming-of-Age, as Van Wyck Brooks en-
ritled his book of 1915, meant thar the culture had w confront the
new realiy and plunge into “asetuality.” American literature, Brooks
argued, had stood remote from life, achieving its salvation by avoid-
ing contact with acruality, Puritanism, he said, had become “a dry
old Yankee stall." el

There were several facets to the attacl on Puritanism. First, chere
was the desire, expressed principally by Brooks, for a more inclusive

W For a discussion of the Young Intellecruals, see Henry F. May, The End of
Awmerican Innocence, pt. 3 (Mew York: Alfred A. Knopl, 1p5p). For & eharacteritic
____Enﬂ; see Harold Srearns, Amrerica and the Yonng friellectual (Mew York: Doran,
gar).

61



THE DOUBLE BIND OF MODERNITY

culture reflecting the America of the immigrant, the Negro, and the
orban scenc, If America was to come of age, its culture had to be
more cosmopolitan and reflect the vitality of the society. And sec-
ond was the demand for sexual freedom. “A Puritan,” Harold
Stearns wrote, was a sexually inadequate person who, unable to
enjoy himself, derived his only satisfaction from interfering with
the enjoyment of others.” The children of the upper middle class
flocked into Greenwich Village to create a new Bohemia. “They had
read Micrzsche and Marx and Freud and Kraffe-Fhing,” Brooks
wrote in retrospect. “Many of them wished to try our new ideas of
sex, which had hitherto been kept in the cellars of young people’s
minds. . ..

The exuberance of life was summed up in a serics of catchwords.
One of them was *New." There was the Mew Democracy, the New
Nationalism, the New Freedom, the New Poerry, and even the New
Republic (which was started in 1014). A second was sex. Even to
use the word openly sent a frisson through the readers of the press.
Margarer Sanger, in 1913, coined the term “birth control.” Ellen
Key, the Swedish feminist, argued that marriage should not be a
matter of legal or economic compulsion. Emma Goldman, the an-
archist, lecrured on homosexuality, the “intermediate sex.” Floyd
Dell celebrated free love, and many of the Young Intellecruals lived
in ostentatious unmarried monogamy. And a third catchword was
liberation. Liberation, as the movement self-consciously called it-
self, was the wind blowing from Europe, a wind of modernism come
to the American shore. In are it was the Fauves and cubism, shown
principally in the Armory Show of 1913. In the theater it meant
symbolism, suggestion and atmosphere, the aceeptance of the non-
realist influence of Maeterinck, Dunsany, and Synge. In licerature
there was a vogue for Shaw, Conrad, and Lawrence. But m,?m mhnﬁ..
est influence was in “philosophy,” where the currents of irrational-
ism, vitalism, and instinct, refracted through Bergson and Freud,
spread rapidly in vulgarized form. .

The “favorite doctrine of the Rebellion,” as Henry May has writ-
ten, was that happiness would follow complete instinctual self-
expression. A simpleminded Freudianism declared that most of the
Puritan evil in the world was due to self-control, and the way to

20 Wan Wyck Brooks, The Confident Vears: t88f-1905 (Mew dm_qpn _u-__nS:___ 1951},
. 4fiy, The phrase “cellars of u_&c:m people's minds™ came from Ernsst Foole's novel
he Harbor, deseribing Princeron life in the carly rgocs.
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freedom lay in the release of repressed sexval impulses, Henri Berg-
son's doctrine of vitalism, presenced in a poetic prose (in two years,
his Creative Evelution sold as many copies in America as it did in
France in 15), became the basis for a popularized doecrrine of the
life force, a biological, purposive spiric which reanimaced the uni-
verse. Syndicalism, which had become fashionable among lefr-wing
intellectuals, was associated with the vitalism of Bergson through
Georges Sorel, who was acclaimed as his philosophical disciple,
Francis Gricrson, whose work consisted of mystical and aphorisic
essays (“a mixcure of Carlyle and Elbert Hubbard™), was taken as a
prophet of the age.®

The Young Intellectuals, in their very atcack on Puritanism and a
crabbed way of life, preached an ethic of hedonism, of pleasure and
play—in short, a consumption ethic; yet, ironically—or is it not the
trajectory of such “rebellion”—the consumption ethic was to be
realized less than a decade later by a capitalism that, withour sclf-
consciousness, called frsell (was it in faint echo of the “rebellion™)
the “new capiralism.”

If the intellectual justifications of Puritanism had evaporated, its
social practices gained new strength in the small towns precisely
becanse of the fear of change, Change in this instance meant the
rise of a new way of life—the life of the big cities, turbulent, cos-
mopolitan, and sinful. A definition of respectabilicy was ac stake,
and this found its symbol in the idea of Temperance,

A seyle of life is juscified by a set of values, regulated by instiru-
tions (church, school, family), and embodied in character struc-
ture. Where this style is expressed by a homogeneous set of persons,
there exists what sociologists call a “status group.” The style of life
symbolized by the Temperance movement, though it developed
later than Puritanism, had its source in the Protestant doctrines of
industry, thrift, discipline, and sobriety; its insticutional foundation
in the Fundamentalist churches; and s character emphasis in the
idea of restraint.

The norm of abstinence had become part of the public morality

¥ Grierson is forgotten today, but he was greatly admired by Mallarmé in France
arwd  hailed Floyd Dell and Francis Hackeet in the United Srares. Edwin
Rjorkman's Foicer of Tomerrew (Mew York: Micchell Kennerly, 19130, a rhap-
sodic account of the new ideas, placed Grierson along with Bergson and Maeterlinek
a5 representative of the period's main tendency. A skerch of Grierson can be found
in Brooks, The Confident Fearr, pp. 163-270,
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of American socicty. It was a device for assimilating the immigrant,
the poor, and the deviant into middle-class status, if not into middle-
class economic fact, But by the end of the nineteench century it was
no longer voluntary; instead, it was the coercive weapon of a social
group whose own style of life was no longer ascendant. For if the
new urban groups would not willingly accept temperance as a way
of life, then it would have to be imposed by law and made 2 matrer
af ceremonial deference 1o the values of the rraditional middle class,

With the development of the Anti-Saloon League in 1896, the
Temperance mavement found a concentrated symbol for the col-
tural struggle of the traditional rural Protestant society against the
emerging urban and industrial social system. The areack on the
saloon allowed the Prohibition movement to bring wogether many
diverse clements under one political banner. For the small-town
native American Protesvane, the saloon epitomized the social habics
of the immigrant population. For the Progressive, the saloon was
the source of the corruption he felt to be the bane of political life.
For the Populist, it became che root of his antipathy to the debilicac-
ing effeces of urban life,

In familiar parrern, morality rurned into moralizing, and righe-
cousness  became  self-righreousness. The affirmation and  confi-
dence of ninereenth-century life had soured into 2 constricred and
crabbed fear of the furure. As Richard Hofstadrer has written:
“Prohibition could be made an outler for the troubles of every
cramped libido. In an earlier day, anti-Cacholicism had served as
the pornography of the Puritan: the inhibited mind had wallowed
in tales of errant priests and nuns. During the Prohibition move-
ment, both prurience and fear were exploited by those who dwelt
on the linkage of aleohol and sexual excess, or on the fear of insan-
ity and racial degeneracy, even of the racial self-assertion of the
Negro,” If one could not convert the sinner, one could stamp out
the sin—and the sinner as well. Prohibition was more than a matrer
of aleohol, It was the crux of character and a turning point in a way
of life.

But something else was going on, and this was the transformation
of the American social structure, and the end of small-cown domi-
nance of American life as a social fact, There was, first, the continu-
ing demographic change, which resulted in the growth of wrban
centers and the shife in political weighe, But more broadly, a con-
sumption society was emerging, with its emphasis on spending and
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material possessions, and it was undermining the traditional value
system, with its emphasis on thrift, frogality, self-control, and im-
pulse renunciation. Integral to both social changes was a rechnolog-
ical revoluon which, through the antomobile, the motion picture,
and the radio, broke down miral isolation and for the first time fused
the country into a common culeure and 2 national society, This
spcigl transformation was responsible for the end of Puritanism as a
set of practices that could support the traditional value system.

If we reerace the social process, we can sce that 200 years carlier,
in the early cighteenth century, the social structure had been fused
with a colture thar sustained it Gradually, thar culture became
attenuated, and by the beginning of the rwentieth century, small-
town Protestantisim no longer had any effective cultural symbols or
cultural modes that could provide a ser of effective symbolic mean-
ings, or defenses against atcacks, An emerging new culwural system,
based as it was on an urban middle class and new radical groups,
was able in short order to laonch so effective a crticism of the older
culture that almost ne one would ty to defend it. To maintain its
legitimacy, the status group embodying the traditional values re-
sorted to political means of reaffirming its domination. But a status
group can do this effeceively only if its social base is congruent with
the social structure. And the base of the Temperance groups, the old
social foundation—rural small-town life based on agrarian values—
was undermined by the new industrial transformations of the early
twenticth century. Having staked their fate on enacting the old
middle-class virrues into the law of the land, the Temperance
groups found ar the time of repeal that such norms had been re-
pudiated as socially valid modes of behavior, and to that extent had
lost much of their legitimacy. Thus, a change had first been effected
in the culture, bue it could only become effective when it was con-
firmed within the social structure ivself.

THE TRANSPARENT LIFE

The cultural transformation of modern societd/ is due, singularly,
to the rise of mass consumption, or the diffusion of what were once
considered luxuries to the middle and lower classes in society. In
this process, past luxuries are constantly redefined as necessities, so
thar it eventually seems ineredible that an ordinary object could
ever have been considered out of the reach of an ordinary man. For
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example, because of problems of remperature, homogeneity, and
transparency, large windowpanes were once expensive luxuries and
rare; yer after 1goz, when the Frenchman Fourcaolt introduced a
workable industrial means for manufacturing window glass by ex-
rusion, they became commonplace items in city storefronts or
country homes, creating a new range of display and visca ™

Mass consumption, which began in the 19208, was made possible
by revolutions in techoology, principally the application of clectri-
cal energy to household tasks (washing machines, refrigerators,
vacoum cleancrs, and the like), and by threc social inventions:
mass production on an assembly line, which made a cheap automo-
bile possible; the development of markering, which rationalized the
art of dentifying different kinds of buying groups and whetting
consumer appetites; and the spread of installment buying, which,
more than any other social device, broke down the old Prorestant
fear of debr. The concomitant revolutions in cransportation and
communications laid the basis for a narional society and the begin-
nings of a common culture. Taken all wgether, mass consumption
meant the acceptance, in the crucial area of life-style, of the idea of
social change and personal transformation, and it gave legitimacy
to those who would innovate and lead rthe way, in culrure as well as
in production,

The symbol of mass consumption—and the prime example of the
way technology has revolutionived social habits—is, of course, the
automobile. Frederick Lewis Allen has observed how hard it is for
us today to realize how separate and distant communities were
when they depended whelly on the railroad and horse-and-wagon
for eransportation. A town not near a railroad was really remote.
For a farmer who lived five miles out of the county scat it was an
event to take the family to town for a Sarurday afrernoon; a trip to a
friend ten miles away was likely to be an all-day expedition, since
the horse had to be rested and fed. Fach small town, each farm, was
dependent mainly on its own resources for amusement and com-
pany. Horizons were close, and individuals lived among familiar
people and familiar chings,

The automobile swept away many sanctions of the closed small-

22 The illustration is raken from Jean Fourase, The Canses of Wealth (Glencoe,
THL: Free Press, 1g50), po 127 Professor Fourasde's book, like Siepfried Giedeon's
Mechanization Taker Compnrd (New York: Osford University Press, 98], & a
fascinating miscellany of examples of this process,
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town society. The repressive threats of nineteenth-century morality,
as Andrew Sinclair has observed, relied in large measure on the
impossibility of escaping from the place, and consequences, of mis-
behavior. By the middle of the 19205, as the Lynds observed in
Middlerown, boys and gicls thoughe norhing of driving 20 miles 1o
danee ar a roadhouse, safe from the prying eyes of neighbors. The
closed car beecame the eabinet particulier of the middle class, the
Eann where adventurous young people shed their sexual inhibirions
and broke the old mbops,®

The second major instrument of change in the closed small-town
society was the motion pictare. Movies are many things—a window
on the world, a set of ready-made daydreams, fantasy and projec-
tion, escapism and omnipotence—and their emotional power s
enornwous. [t 13 as a window on the world that the movies have
served, in the firse instance, to rransform the colmre, “Sex is one of
the things Middletown has long been taught ro fear,” the Lynds
observed when they revisited Middletown ten years later, and “its
mstitutions . . . operate to keep the subject out of sight and out of
mind as much a5 possible.” Except in the movies, to which the
youngsters flocked.

Adolescents not only enjoyed the movies but went to school there.
They modeled themselves after movie stars, repeated movie joles
and gestures, learned the subtledies of behavior berween the sexes,
and thus developed a vencer of sophistication. And in their efforts
to act out this sophistication, to resolve their baffled uncertainties
and perplexitics by outwardly confident action, the pattern was “not
soomuch . . . the lives of their own candons parents as . . . the
alternative other worlds about them.” Films glorified the cult of
youth (girls wore bobbed hair and shorr slkirs), and middle-aged
men and women were advised “to make hay while the sun shines.”
The idea of “freedom” was exemplified by the legitimacy of the

1 The Lynds quoted one Middle Western observer: “Why on earth do you need
o study what's changing this country? |, T can tell you what's happening in just
four leteers: A-TL-T-O!" Robert 5 Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletoun
tMew York: Hareourt, Brace, rgro), p. 255, In 18p0 a pofiy was mﬁn wildest dream
i a Middletown boy, By g3, “the 'horse celrure’ of Middlerown had almese
disappeared,” The first automebile appenred dhere in rgoo, By g6 there were
prabably o0 in the city and county” Ar the end of 1903 there were mere than
faoa cars, one for every six persons, or roughly wo for every chree families, As the
Lynds elserved: “"Grovp-sanetioned values are disturbed by the inroads of che
auromolile upen the family budger, A case in poinc is the not uncommon practice
«f moregaging a lome to bay an aucomoebile” (p. zeq).
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speakeasy and one's readiness ro eur loose av wild parties. “The
maockery of ethies, of the old ‘inner goodness” of the film heroes and
heroines,” writes Lewis Jacobs, "was paralleled by the new regard
for marterial things.”

The automobile, the motion picture, and radio are technological
in origin: advertising, planned obsolescenee, and eredic are all so-
ciplogical innovations., David M. Potter has commenred thae i is as
hopeless o understand a modern popular writer withour under-
standing advertising as it would be o understand a medieval trou-
badour without understanding the cult of chivalry, or a nineteenth-
century revivalist withour understanding evangelical religion,

The extraordinary thing about advertising is its pervasiveness.
Whae marks a grear city if not its ligheed signs? Passing over in an
airplane one sees, through che refractions of the nighe sky, the clus-
ters of red, orange, blue, and white signs shimmering like highly
polished stones. In the centers of the grear cities—Time Square,
Piceadilly, the Champs-Flysées, the Ginza—people gather in the
streets under the blinking neon signs to share in the vibraney of the
milling crowd. If one thinks about the social impact of advertising,
its most immediate, yet usually unnoticed, consequence has been to
transform the physical center of the city. In redoing the physical
topography, replacing the old duonros or municipal halls or palace
rowers, advertising has placed a “burning brand” on the crest of our
civilization. It is the mark of material goods, the exemplar of new
styles of life, the herald of new values. As in fashion, advertising has
emphasized glamour. A car becomes the sign of the “good life” well
lived, and the appeal of glamour becomes pervasive. A consumption
econorny, one might say, finds its reality in appearances. What one
displays, what one shows, is a sign of achievement. Getting ahead is
no longer a matter of rising up a social ladder, as it was in the lare
ninetcenth century, bur of adopting a specific style of life—country
club, artiness, travel, hobbics—which marks one as a member of a
CONSUMPLION Community. .

In a complex, mult-group, socially mobile society, advernsing
also takes on a number of new “mediating” functions. The United
Srates was probably the first large-scale society in history to build
cultural change into the society, and many status problems arose
simply because of the bewildering rapidity of such change. m..né
societics, in fact, can absorb quick change. The major social institu-
tions—family, church, educational system—were set up to transmit
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established habirs of the society. A society in rapid nm.m.ﬁn nevita-
bly produces confusions about appropriate mode of behavior,
taste, and dress. A socially mobile person has no ready puide for
acquiring new knowledge on how to live “berter” than before, and
his guides become the movies, television, and adwvertising, In this
respect, advertising begins to play a more subtle role in changing
habits than merely stimulating wants. The advertising in the wom-
en's magazines, the house-and-home periodicals, and sophisticated
journals like the New Forder was to teach people how to dress,
furnish a home, buy the right wines—in shorr, the styles of life
appropriate to the new statuses, Though ac first the changes were
primarily in manners, dress, taste, and food habits, sooner or later
they began to affect more basic patterns: the structure of authority
in the family, the role of children and young adults as independent
consumers in the society, the pattern of morals, and the different
meanings of achievement in the sociery.

All of this came about by gearing the society to change and the
acceptance of cultural change, once mass consumption and a high
standard of living were scen as the legitimate purpose of economic
organization. Selling became the most striking activity of contem-
porary America, Against frugality, selling emphasized prodigality;
against asceticism, the lavish display.

MNone of this would have been possible without that revolution in
moral habit, the idea of installment selling. Although it had been
practiced fitfully in the United States before World War 1, install-
ment selling had two stigmas. First, most installment sales were to
the poor, whe could not afford major expenditures; they paid
weekly sums o a peddler who both sold the goods and made the
weekly collection; installment selling was thus a sign of financial
instability. Second, installment selling meant debt to the middle
class, and going into debt was wrong and dangerons. As Micawber
would say, it was a sign of living beyond one’s means, and the resule
would be misery. Being moral meant being industrious and thrifty.
If one wanted to buy something, one should save for it. The trick of
installment selling was to avoid the word “debt"™and emphasize the
word “credit.”” Monthly charges were billed by mail, and the trans-
actions were thus handled on a businesslilee basis,

Saving—or abstinence—is the heart of the Protestant ethic. With
Adam Smith's idea of parsimony or frugality, and MNassan Senior’s
idea of abstinence, it was firmly established that saving multiplied
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future products and earned its own reward by interest. The denoue-
ment Was the change in banking habits. For years, such was the
grim specter of middle-class moralicy that people were afraid o be
overdrawn at the bank, lest a check bounce. By the end of the
1g6os, the banks were strenuously advertsing the services of cash
reserves that would allow a depositor to overdraw up to several
thousand dollars (to be paid back in monthly installments). No one
need be deterred from gratifying his impulse at an auction or a sale.
The seduction of the consumer had become roral,

Van Wyck Brooks once remarked abour morality in Cacholic
countrics that as long as heavenly wvirtues are upheld, mundane
behavior may change as it will, In America, the old Proresrant
heavenly virtues are _..__nm.n_w gone, and the mundane rewards have
begun to run rior, The basic American value pateern emphasized
the virtne of achievement, defined as doing and making, and a man
displayed his character in the quality of his work. By the 19508, the
pactern of achievement remained, bur it had been redefined to em-
phasize status and easte, The culture was no longer concerned with
how to world and achieve, but with how to spend and enjoy. Despite
some continuing use of the language of the Protestant echic, the Fact
was that by che 19505 American culture had become primarily
hedonistic, concerned with play, fun, display, and pleasure—and,
typieal of things in America, in a compulsive way.

The world of hedonism is the world of fashion, photography,
advertising, television, travel, Tr is a world of make-belicve in which
one lives for expectations, for whar will come racher than whart s,
And it must come withour effore, It is no aceident that the success-
ful new magazine of the previous decade was called Playboy and
that its success—a circulation of 6 million by 1g70—is due largely
to the fact that it encourages fantasics of male sexual prowess, If, as
Max Lerner once wrote, sex 15 the last frontier in American life,
then the achievement motive in a go-go society finds its acme in sex.
In the 19508 and the tg6os, the cult of the Orgasm succceded the
cult of Mammon as the basic passion of American life.

WNothing epitomized the hedonism of the United Srates bereer
than the Seate of California, A cover story in Tiwe, called “Califor-
nia: A State of Excitement,” opened;

California is virtually a sation unto ieself, burt it holds o strange hope, a
sense of excitement—and some terror—for Americans. As most of them
sce it, the good, godless, gregarious pursuit of pleasure is what California
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is all about. The citizens of lotusland seem forever to be lolling around
swimming pools, sautéing in the sun, packing across the Sierra, frolicking
nude on ._u.,.. beaches, getting taller each year, plucking money off the
trees, romping around topless, tramping through the redwoods and—
when they stop to catch their breath—preening themselves on-camera
before the rest of an envious world. “I have seen the furure,” says the
newly returned visitor from California, “and it plays."®

Fun morality, in consequence, displaces “goodness morality,” which
seressed interference with impulses. Not having fun is an occasion
for self-examination: *What is wrong with me?" As Dr. Wolfenstein
observes: “Whereas gratification of forbidden impulses traditionally
aroused guilt, failure to have fun now lowers one's self-esteem,”™®

Fun morality centers, in most instances, on sex. And here the
seduction of the consumer has become almost toral. The most tell-
tale illuscration, 1 believe, was a double-page advertisement by
Eastern Airlines in the New Vork Times, in 1973, saying: “Take the
Bob and Caral, Ted and Alice, Phil and Anne Vacation.” The bla-
tant theme was a takeoff on Bob and Carol and Ted and Alice, a
sniggering film about the fumbling attempts of two friendly couples
to engage in wife-swapping. Here was Eastern Aidines saying, in
effect: “We will fly you down to the Caribbean, We will rent you a
cabana. Fly now, pay later.” Eastern does nor tell you Twhar you
pay, but you can postpone the money (and forger the guilt) and
take the Bob and Carol, Ted and Alice, and for further titillation
another couple is added) Phil and Anne vacation. Compare this
with Franklin's 13 useful virtnes, which included temperance, fro-
gality, tranquillicy, and chastity. At the trn of the century, a
church in the Midwest might have property on which a brothel was
located. And one could then ar teast say: “Well, we are losing bod-
ies, but we are earning money to save souls.” Today, when one sells
bodies, one is no longer also saving souls,

What this abandonment of Puritanism and the Protestant ethic
does, of course, is to leave capitalism with no moral or transcenden-
tal ethic. It also emphasizes not only the disjunction between the
norms of the culture and the norms of the soeial stroeture, bur also
an extraordinary contradiction within the social ‘structure itself, On
the one hand, the business corporation wants an individual to work
hard, pursue a career, accept delayed grarification—to be, in the

# Tinre, November 7, 1o8g, G

_ = Martha Wolfenstein, "The Emergence of Fun Meorality,” in Mass Leirure, ed,
Eric Larrabee and Rolf Meyersohn (Glencoe, 1l Free Press, w58), p. 86
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crude sense, an organization man. And yer, in its products and its
advertisements, the corporation promotes pleasure, instant joy, re-
laxing and letting go. One is to be “straight” by day and a “swinger”
by night. This is sclf-fulfillment and self-realization!

POP HEDONISM

What happened in the United Sraves was that cradicional moral-
ity was replaced by psychology, guilt by anxiety. A hedonistic age
has its appropriate psychotherapies as well. If psychoanalysis
emerged just before World War 1 to deal wich che repressions of
Puritanism, the hedonistic age has its counterpart in sensitivity
training, encounter groups, “joy therapy,” and similar techniques
that have two characreristics essentially derived from a hedonistic
mood: they are conducted almost exclusively in groups; and chey twy
to “unblock” the individual by physical contact, by groping, touch-
ing, fondling, manipulating. Where the earlier intention of psycho-
analysis was to enable the patient to achieve self-insight and thereby
redirect his life—an aim inseparable from a moral context—the
newer therapies are encirely instrumental and psychologistic; their
aim is to “free” the person from inhibitions and restraints so thac he
or she can more easily express his impulses and feelings.

A hedonistic age also has its appropriate cultural style—pop. Pop
art, according to the critic Lawrence Alloway, who gave the style
its name, reflects the acstheties of plenty. The iconography of pop
art comes from the everyday world: howusehold objects, images from
the movies and the mass media (comic strips and billboards), food
{hamburgers and Coca-Cola bottles), and .ﬁoﬁ:m:m. The poing
about pop is that there is no tension in the paintings—only parody.
In pop art ane finds Alex Hay's five-foot n:wﬁ.m.n_.daﬂﬂ of an ordinary
mailing label, Roy Lichtenstein’s giant composition noteboolk, Claes
Oldenburg’s large hamburger in vinyl; parodies of the a_.._wnﬁ_ r_”_h
always in good-natured fun. The aesthetics of pop, as Suzi Gablilk
writes, presupposes “the erosion of a previous established hicrarchy
of subject matter (Mondrian and Mickey Mouse are now equally
relevant) and the expansion of art’s frame of reference to include
elements considered undl now as outside its range, such as technol-
ogy, kitsch, and humor. ... o

5 “The Long Frone of Culare,” in Pop Ave Redefined, ed, John Russell and Sozi
Gablik {Londan: Thames and Hudsem, 196}, p. 14 A capial document of the
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And finally, a hedonistic age had its own appropriate prophet—
Marshall McLuhan. A hedonistic age 15 2 marketing age, defined by
the fact chat knowledge becomes coded in messages organized as
formulas, slogans, and binary distinctions, By grasping the code, a
person feecls comfortable in understanding the complex world about
him. McLuhan is the writer who not only has defined the hedonistic
age in terms of such coding devices, but also has topped the trick by
cxemplifying in his own style the device of coding thar age’s own
thoughts in 2 set of formulas appropriate to the time. The idea that
the medium is the message (so that ideas are secondary or do not
count): that some media are "hot,” like radio (it excludes people),
while others are “cool,” like relevision (it requires involvement to
complere the participation); that print culture is linear, while vis-
ual culoure is simultaneous—all these distinctions are not meant to
be used analytically, or rested by some empirical means; they are
litanics to assuage a person's anxieties and enhance his sense of well-
heing within the new modes of communication. They are Turkish
baths of the mind. All in all, Marshall MeLuhan was an advertising
man's dream, in more ways than one.

In the géos a new culeural style appeared. Call it psychedelic,
or eall it, a5 its own protagonists have, a “counter-colture,” T an-
nounced a serident opposition to bourgeois values and to the tradi-
tiomal codes of American lfe, * “The bourgeoisie, " we were told,
“'is obsessed by greed; its sex life is insipid and prudish; s
family patcerns are debased; its slavish conformities of dress and
grooming are degrading; its mercenary routinization of life is
intolerable, |, P

What is funny about such pronouncements is their polemical and
ideological caricature of a ser of codes that had been trampled long
ago, beginning 6o years earlier, with the Young Intellectuals, Vet
such a caricature was necessary to make the new counter-culture
SECITT TROTE _“_.u_.m:_m and revolurionary than it was. The assault was an
act of bravado, in order to emphasize a distncrion that was not
there. For while the new movement was extreme, it was nelther

al

movenent, we are told, s Wichard Hamilton’s levter of Janoary 16, 1957, in which
he wrome thar pop art was “Popular {designed for a mass -odience), Transiene
(short-term  solution), Expendable (easily forgorten), Low-cost, Mass-produced,
Young (aimed ar Youth), Wiy, Sexy, Gimmicky, Glamonrons, Big Business, . .

27 Theodore Roszak, The L_m.a_w?.n af ¢ Coumter Coliure (Garden Gy, MY
Droubleday, 1), p. 35
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daring nor revolutionary, In fact, is was simply an extension of the
hedonism of the 195os, and a democratization of the libertinism
that had already been achieved by sections of the advanced upper
classes long before. Just as the political radicalism of the 1960s
followed the failure of political liberalism the decade before, so the
psychedelic extremes—in sexuality, nudity, perversions, por, and
rock—and the counrer-culoure followed on the forced hedonsm of
the 19505,

We are now in a position to sum up the proeess, The erosion of
traditional American values took place on two levels. In the realm
of culture and ideas, the withering attack on small-town life as
constricting and banal was first organized in the 1gros by the
Young Intellectuals as a self-consciously defined group, and this
attack was sustained in the next decade in the journalistic criticism
of H. L. Mencken and in the sketches and novels of Sherwood
Anderson and Sinclair Lewis.

But a more fundamental transformation was snn:nn._:m in the so-
cial structure itself: the change in the motivations and rewards of
the economic system. The rising wealth of the plutocracy, becom-
ing cvident in the Gilded Age, meant thar work and accumulation
were no longer ends in themselves (though they were still crucial to
a John 1. Rockefeller or an Andrew Carnegie), but means to con-
sumption and display. Status and irs badges, not work and the elec-
tion of God, became the mark of success.

This is a familiar process of social history with the rise of new
classes, though in the past it was milicary predators whose sClong
went from spartan to sybaritic living. Yet such parvenu classes
could distance themselves from the rest of society, and such social
transformarions often developed independently of changes in the
lives of the classes below. But the real social revolution in moedern
society came in the 19208, when the rise of mass production and
high consumption began to transform the life of the middle class
irself. In effect the Protestant ethic as a social reality and a life-style
for the middle class was replaced by a materialistic hedonism, "Em_
the Puritan temper by a psychological eudaemonism. But bourgeois
society, justified and propelled as ir had been in its earliest encrgics
by these older ethics, could not casily admit to the change. It pro-
moted a hedonistic way of life furiously—one has only to look at
the transformation of advertising in the 1g2os—but could not jus-
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tify it, It lacked a new religion or value system to replace the old,
and the resule was disjuncrion.

In one respect what we see here is an extraordinary historic
change in human society. For thousands of years, the funcrion of
ceonomics was to provide the daily necessities—the subsistence—of
life. For various upper-class groups, economics has been the basis
of status and a sumptuary style. But now, on a mass scale; economics
had become geared ro the demands of culrure. Here, wa, culture, not
as expressive symbolism or moral meanings bue as life-style, came to
FCign Supreme,

The “new capiralism” (the phrase was first used in the 19208)
continued to demand a Protescant ethic in the area of production—
that 15, in the realm of worle—but to stimulate a demand for pleas-
ure and play in the area of consumption. The disjunction was bound
to widen, The spread of urban life, with its variery of distractions
and multiple stimuli; the new roles of women, created by the ex-
pansion of office jobs and the freer social and sexml contacts; the
rise of a national culture through motion pictures and radio—all
contributed to a loss of social authority on the part of the older
value systen.

The Puritan temper might be described most simply by the rerm
“delayed gratification,” and by restraint in gratification. It is, of
course, the Malthusian injunction for prudence in a world of scar-
city. But the claim of the American economic system was that it
had introduced abundince, and the nature of abundance is to en-
courage prodigality rather than prudence, A higher standard of liv-
ing, not worl as an end in itself, then becomes the engine of change.
The glorification of plenty, rather than the bending to nigpardly
nature, becomes the justification of the system. But all of this was
highly incongruent with the theological and sociological founda-
tions of nineteenth-century Protestantism, which was in turn the
foundation of the American value system.

In the tozos, and in the 19508 and 1p6os, these incongruitics were
eschewed with the blithe assurance that there was a consensus in
the society on the moral verity of material abundance. There was a
vulgar efforc in the crude boosterism of the 19208 (e.g, Broce Bar-
ton's assertian that Jesus was the greatest salesman of all tine™)

# Hurton, an advertising man, was o founder of the agency popularly known ss
BED&D (Bamon, Barton, Duestine, and Osbom). His theme was expressed in the
book The Man Nobody Kwews, which was published in roig and became an
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to create a moral apologia, And in the 19505 there was the sophisti-
cared rhetoric in the Luce magazines about the secret of productivity
and the “permanent revolution” of change that was the contribu-
tion of the American economic system to the coming prosperity of
the world. The singular Fact is chat Tiwe, like the Reader's Digese,
was founded in the 19205, and both magazines were the vehicles for
the transformation of values (the one of the urban middle class, the
other of the small-town lower middle class) into the life-styles of
mid-rwentieth-century America. The genius of Henry Luce—and it
is the sociological quiddity that the Auslinder Luce, raised in
China, not the United States, celebrates narive values more than the
native himself—was o tale the traditonal American values, the
belief in God, in worl, in achievement, and to translate these,
through the idiom of the coming urban civilization, into the creed
of American destiny (“the American century™) on a world seale. He
did this by fusing the nervous rhythms of the new expressive
journalism, the language reflecting the new appearances, with the
pace of urban lifc and the new hedonism. In this context, it is no
accident that Luce’s own magazine, his singular creation, was For-
ttene. (The impetos for Tiwse had come from Luce’s journalise col-
league ar Yale, Briton Hadden, the idea for Life from Daniel
Longwell and other editors ac Tiwre.) American business was the
dynamic agency rearing up small-town life and catapulting America
into world economic dominance; and it was doing so within the
language and cover of the Protesrant ethic. The fact of rransition is
evident, The overt contradictions in the language and ideology—
the lack of any coherent moral or philosophical dectrine—have only
become manifest today,™

immediate bestseller, As Frederick |, Hoffman porerays it; “The ‘real Jous® whom
Mz Barton purported to have wncovered from the biblical sexe had proved his skill
ag a business organizer by having broughe owelve obscure men from cheir inefficient
pasts and “welded them' into the greatest organization of all tme. Jesus had known
and followed ‘every one of the pringiples of modern salesmanship,’ Barton averred.
The parables were among the most powerful advertisements of all time. And as for
Jesug having been the founder of modern business, Barton wan_._.:nn simply to the
words of M.n maseer himself: “Wise ye nor that 1 must abwwue my father’s
Businers?" " See The Twenties (MNew York: Viking, 955}, p. 326,

28 For a brilliant exploration of this guestion, see Kristol, "When Virme Loses
Al Her Loveliness," in Capiralinn Taday.
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THE ABIMCATION OF THE CORPORATE CLASS

The ultimate support for any social system is the acceptance by
the population of 2 moral justification of authority. The older justifi-
cations of bourgeois society lay in the defense of private property,
which itself was justified on the ground, elaborared by Locke, that
one infused one’s own labor inte property. But the “new capitalism”
of the twentieth century has lacked such moral grounding, and in
periods of crisis it has either fallen back on the tradirional value
assertions, which have been increasingly incongruent with social
reality, or it has been ideologically impotent.

It is in this context that one can see the weakness of American
corporate capitalism in trying to deal with some of the major di-
lemmas of the century. Political (and value) conflicts in the United
States can be looked at from two different perspectives. From one,
there have been economic and class issnes which divided farmer
and banker, worker and employer, and led to functional and in-
terest-group conflicts that were especially sharp in the 1930s. Along
2 different sociological axis, one can see the politics of the 19205,
and to some extent chat of the 1ogos, within the framework of “tra-
dition” versus “modernity,” with the rural, small-town Prorestant
intent on defending his historic values against the cosmopolitan
liberal interested in reform and social welfare, The issues here are
not primarily economic but socio-coltural, The traditionalise de-
fends fundamentalist religion, censorship, stricter divorce and anti-
abortion laws; the modernist is for secular rationality, freer personal
relations, tolerance of sexual deviance, and the like. These represent
the political side of cultural issues, and ro the exrent that culture is
the symbolic expression and justification of experience, this is the
realm of symbolic or expressive politics,

In this respect, the grear symbolic issue of American cultural
poliics was Prohibition. It was the major—and almost the last—
effort by small-town and traditionalise forces to impose a specific
value, the prohibition of liquor, on the rest of the society; and ini-
dally, of course, the traditionalists won. In a fomewhat different
sense, McCarthyism in the 19505 represented an effort by some
traditionalist forces to impose a uniform political morality on the
society through conformity to one ideology of Americanism and a
virulent form of anti-Communism. And, in a contrary fashion, the
McGovern campaign of 1972 was fucled largely by a “new politics”
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which represented the furthest tendencies of the modernists—the
women's libbers, sexnal nonconformises, and cultural radicals, allied
for the moment, with blacks and other minority groups.

Mow, the curious fact is that the “new capitalism” of abundance,
which emerged in the 1g2os, has never been able to define irs view
of these cultural-political issues, a5 it had of the economic-political
conflicts. Given its split character, it could not do so. lts values de-
rive from the teaditionalist past, and irs language is the archaism of
the Protestane ethic. Its technology and dynamism, however, derive
from the spirit of modernity—the spirit of perpetual innovation and
of the creation of new “needs” on the installment plan. The one
thing that would utterly destroy the new capitalism is the serious
practice of deferred gravification.

When members of the corporate class have taken a stand on cul-
tural-political issues, they have often divided on geographical lines.
Midwesterners or Texans or those coming from small-town back-
grounds display traditionalist attitudes; Easterners or products of
Ivy League schools are more liberal, More recently, the division has
been based on edoeation and age rather than region. Butr cthe
singular fact remains. The new capiralism was primarily responsible
for transforming the society, and in the process undermined the
Puritan remper, but it was never able to develop successfully a new
ideology congruent with the change, and it used—and often was
trapped by—rthe older language of Protestant values.

The forces of modernicy, which took the lead against the tradi-
tionalists on these social and coltural issues, were a mélange of
intellectuals, professors, and welfare- and reform-minded individ-
vals {though, paradoxically, the Prohibition movement at us incep-
tion was allied with the reformers against the evils of industrialism
and city life), joined, for political reasons, by labor Hﬂaﬂ.m. and
ethnic politicians who represented urban forces® The dominant
philosophy was liberalism, which included a critique of the inequal-
ities and social costs generated by capitalism. The fact that the

1 Tn an analogous sense, in the organized labor movement the AFL-CIO finds
iself on its own clefr sick, In economic marers, it is lberal or lefr, bue it
srridently rejects cultural radicalism as alien to its beliefs, This is because the labor
movement is truly an American movement and has shared the dominane values of
the ﬁ.p_um_.as_.na order, “Urade wnionism, a5 George —wa.._._wu.m Shaw onee E&_ 5 the
capitalism of the proletariae, at least when the economic order s expanding and

went.

74

The Cultural Conradictions of Capitalisme

corporate economy had no unified value system of its own, or sl
mouthed a flaccid version of Protestane virtues, meant thar liberal-
sm eonld go ideclogically unchallenged. In the realm of culture,
and of cultural-social issues—of political philosophy, in short—the
corporate class had abdicaved, The important consideration is that,
as an ideology, liberalism had become dominant in the culture dur-
ing these past decades,

From a cultmral point of view, the politics of the 19205 to 19605
was a struggle between tradition and modernity. In the 1960s the
new cultural style denounced bourgeois values and the traditional
codes of American life. Buot, as T have tried to show, bourgeois
culture vanished long ago. What the counter-culture embodied was
an extension of the rendencies initiated 6o years ago by political
liberalism and modernist culture, and represents, in effect, a splic in
the camp of modernism. For it soughe o ke the preachments of
personal freedom, extreme experience (“kicks" and “highs"), and
sexual experimentation to a point in lfe-style that the liberal men-
tality—which would approve of such ideas in art and imagination—
is not prepared to go. Yet liberalism finds irself uneasy in orying to
say why. Tr approves a basic permissiveness, bur cannot with any
certainty define the bounds. And this is its dilemma. In culture, as
well as in politics, liberalism is now up against the wall.

Liberalism also finds itself in disarray in an arena where it had
sought to reform capitalism—the economy. The economic philoso-
phy of American liberalism had been rooted in the idea of growth,
One forgers that in the late 19405 and 19505 Walter Reuther, Leon
Keyserling, and other liberals had atcacked the steel companies and
much of American industry for being unwilling to expand capacity,
and had urged the government to set targer growth figores, Careeli-
zation, monopoly, and the restriction of production had been historic
tendencies of capitalism. The FEisenhower administration con-
sciously chose price stabilicy over growth, Tt was the liberal econo-
mists who instilled in the society the policy of the conscious planning
of growth through government inducements (eg., investment
credits, which industry ar first did not want) amd government in-
vestment. The idex of potential GNP and the concept of “shorcfall™
~—posting 2 mark of whar the economy at full utilization of re-
sources could achieve, compared to the actual figure—was intro-
duced in the Council of Economic Advisers by the liberals. The
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idea of growth has been so fully absorbed as an economic ideology
that one no longer realizes, as I have said, how much of a liberal
innovation it was.

The liberal answer to social problems such as poverty was that
growth would provide the resources o raise the incomes of the
poor.® The thesis that growth was necessary to finance public serv-
ices was the erux of John Kenneth Galbraith's The Affluent Socfety.
And yer, paradoxically, it is the very idea of economic growth
that is now coming under attack—and by liberals. Affluence is no
longer scen as an answer. Growth is held responsible for the spolia-
tion of the environment, the voracious use of natural resources, the
crowding in recreation areas, the density in the cities, and the like.
One finds, startlingly, the idea of zero economic growth—or John
Seuart Mill's idea of the "stationary state”—now proposed as a seri-
ous goal of government policy, Just as the new polirics rejected the
traditional problem-solving pragmatism of American politics, it now
also rejects the newer, liberal policy of economic growth as a posi-
tive goal for the socicty. Bur without a commitment to economic
growth, what is the raisen d&'étre of capitalism?*

THE HINGE OF HISTORY

In historical retrospect, bourgeois society had a double source,
and a double fare. The one current was a Puriran, Whig capitalism,
in which the emphasis was not just on economic activity but on the
formation of character (sobriety, probity, work as a calling). The
other was a secular Hobbesianism, a radical individualism which
saw man as unlimited in his appetite, which was restrained in poli-
tics by 2 sovereign but ran fully free in economics and culeure. The
rwo impulses had always lived in uneasy tandem. Over time, those

M More technically, it was based on the welfare ceonomics theorem of mu..ga
aptimality=—namely, thar one should seek o condition where some _ua_u.oq_u_n will be
bereer off withoat anpone being worse off, “The direer redistribution of fncome is
politically difficult, if not imposible. Hlowever, from new or added mational income,
a higher proportion of the gains can be used to finance social .d._____..,.__.ﬁ«u.m_- ms;
and this, 13 Ono Eclseein pointed out in “The Economics of the Sixries,” The Public
Fterest, no. 1g (Spring 1970), pp, S6-gy, was precisely what Congress was willing to
do when economic growth was resumed in the m.nn...anmm_. administeation,

31 The discussion of these questions is continued in Part Twa of this book,
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relations dissolved. As we have seen, in the United States the Puri-
tan emphasis degenerated into a crabbed, small-town meneality,
emphasizing only the idea of respectability. The secalar Hobbesian-
ism fed the mainsprings of modernity, the ravenous hunger for
unlimited experience. The Whig view of history as open and pro-
gressive has faltered, if not disappeared, under the appearance of
new burcaucraric apparatuses which have eclipsed the liberal view
of societal self-management. The faiths which sostained all these
beliefs have been sharrered.

The culeural impulses of the 1960s, like the political radicalism
which paralleled it, are, for the while, largely spent. The counter-
culture proved to be a conceit. It was an effort, largely a product of
the youth movement, to transform a liberal life-style into a world of
immediate gratification and exhibitionistic display. In the end, it
produced lictle culture and countered nothing, Modernise colture,
which has had deeper and more enduring roots, has been an effort
to transform the imagination, But the experiments in style and
form, the rage and effort to shock, all of which produced an efful-
gent explosion in the arts, are now exhausted. They are reproduced
mechanically by che cultural mass, that stratum which itself is not
creative but which distributes and denatures culture, in a process of
absorption that robs art of the tension which is a necessary source
of creativity and dialectic with the past. The society has become
preoceupied with the more nagging and threatening questions of
shortages, scarcities, infladon, and structural imbalances of income
and wealth within and berween nations; and for these reasons the
gquestions of culture have now receded,

Yet the questions of culture remain, at bottom, the fundamental
ones. As Irving Kristol and T wrote in the Introduction o Capital-
iz Today): “One cannot understand the important changes that
have been taking place, and are taking place, in modern society
without taking full account of capitalism’s uneasy self-conscious-
ness. This self-consciousness is no mere ideological superstructure.
Ir is one of the most fateful and fundamental realities of the system
itself.” These changes are fateful and fundamental because they
involve the nature of will and the character of a people, and the
legiimacy and moral justifications of the system—the very ele-
ments that sustain a society.

What is striking about the rise and fall of civilizations—and it
was the basis of the philosophy of history of the talented Arabic
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thinker Ibn Khaldun—is that societics pass through specific phases
whose transformations signal decline, These are the transformations
from simplicicy to luxury (what Plato, who wrote abour this in
Book 2 of The Republic, called the change from the healthy city o
the fevered city), from asceticism to hedonism,

Te is seeiking that every new, rising social force—be it a new
celigion, new milicary force, or new revolutionary movement—
beging as an ascetic movement, Asceticism emphasizes non-material
values, renunciation of physical pleasures, simplicity and self-denial,
and arduous, purposeful discipline, That discipline is necessary for
the mobilization of psychic and physical energics for tasks ouside
the self, for the conquest and subordination of the self in order to
conguer others. As Max Weber remarked: “Discipline acquired dur-
ing wars of religion was the source of the unconquerableness of both
the Islamic and Cromwellian cavalrics, Similarly, inner-worldly
asceticism and the disciplined quest for salvation In 2 vocation
pleasing to God were the sources of the viruosity in acquisitiveness
characteristic of the Poritans,™

The discipline of the old religious “warriors of God"” was chan-
neled into :;:2..% chmuﬂm_wa.u.__a: and batele. Whar was _.;wﬁns.nu:u.,
unique about the Puritan cemper was the devotion of this-worldly
asceticism to an occupational calling and to work and accumula-
rion. Yet the end of the Puritan's being was not primarily wealth, As
Weber remarked, the Puritan gor nothing out of his wealth for
himself but the proof of his own salvation.™ And it was this furious
energy thar buile an induserial civilization.

For the Puritan, “the most urgent task™ was to destroy spontaneous,
impulsive behavior and bring order into the conduct of life. Today
one finds asceticism primarily in revolutionary  movements and
revolutionary regimes. Puritanism, in the ﬁmw.r_._arumu;_ and socip-
logical sense, is to be found in Communist China and in the _.Gm:ﬂnm
which fuse revolutionary sentiment with Koranic purposes, as in
Algeria and Libya,

In the scheme of Khaldun, reflecting in the fourteenth century
the vicissitudes of Berber and Arabic civilizations, the sequences of
transformation went from the Bedouin to the sedentary to the
hedonistic life, and from there, in three generations, to the decline

M Max Weber, The Socislegy of Religion, wans, Epheaim Fischotfs, (Boaon:
Beacon Press, a3}, p. 203,
a4 Weber, Protestane Eehie, p. g1,
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of the society. In the hedonistic life, there is a loss of will and
fortitude, More importantly, men become competitive with one an-
other for luxuries, and lose the ability to share and sacrifice. There
then follows, says Khaldun, the loss of asabiyab, that sense of
solidarity which makes men feel as brothers to one another, thar
“proup feeling which means (murual) affection and willingness o
fight and die for cach other,”™

The basis for asabiyah is not only the sense of shared sacrifice
and shared danger—the elements which hold platcons of fighting
men or enderground revolutionary cadres together—but also some
moral purpose, a telos which provides the moral justifications for
the society. Ar the starr, the United Stares was held together by an
implicit covenant, the sense that this was the continent where
God's design would be unfolded, a belief which underlay the deism
of ._nmnan:. As this belief receded, whar held the sociery together
was a unique polity, an open, adaprive, egalitarian, and democratic
system which was responsive to the many claimants that sought
inclusion in the society and which respected the principles of law as
embodied in the Constitution and abided by the decisions of the
Supreme Court, Yet this responsiveness itself was possible largely
becanse of the expansiveness of the cconomy, and the promise- of
material wealth as a solvent for social strains. Today the economy is
troubled and the political system is burdened with issues that it has
never before had to confront. One problem—and it is the theme of
my concluding essay, “The Public Household"—is whether the sys-
tem itself can manage the huge overload of issues. This depends, in
parct, on “technical” cconomic answers and equally on the stability
of the world system. But the deeper and more difficult questions are
the legitimations of the society as expressed in the motivations of
individuals and the moral purposes of the nation. And it is here that
the cultural contradictions—the discordances of character strucrure
and the disjunction of realms—become central.

Changes in culture and moral temper—the fusion of imaginarion
and life-styles—are not amenable to “social engineering™ or political
control. They derive from the value and moril traditions of the
society, and these cannot be “designed” by precept. The ultimate
sources are the religious conceptions which undergird a sociery; the

# hn Khaldon, The Mugaddinab: An Inroduction to History, wans, Franz

Roscnthal (WNew York: Pantheon Bools, tgsB). The cracial secton is in vol
chap. 3; the quotaton above is from p. 373,
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proximate sources are the reward systems and motivations (and
their legitimations) which derive from the arena of worl,

American capitalism, as [ have tried to show, has lost irs eradi-
tional legitimacy, which was based on a moral system of reward
rooted in the Protestant sancrification of work, It has substituted a
hedonism which promises material ease and luxury, yet shies away
from all the historic implications of a “voluptuary system,” with all
its social permissiveness and libertinism. The culture has been dom-
inated (in the serious realm) by a principle of modernism thar has
been subversive of bourgeois life, and the middle-class life-styles by
a hedonism that has undercur the Protestant ethic which provided
the moral foundation for the society. The interplay of modernism
as a mode developed by serious artists, the institurionalization of
those played-out forms by the “cultural mass,” and the hedonism as
a way of life promoted by the marketing system of business, con-
stitutes the cultural contradiction of capitalism. The modernism i
exhansted, and no longer threatening. The hedonism apes its sterile
japes. But the social order lacks cither a culture thar is 2 symbolic
expression of any vitality or a moral impulse rhat is a motivational
or hinding force. What, then, can hold che sociery together?

This is joined to 2 more pervasive problem derived from the na-
wire of modern society. The characteristic scyle of induscrialism is
based on the principles of cconomics and economizing: on effi-
ciency, least cost, maximization, optimization, and functional ra-
tionality. Yet it is this very style that is in conflict with the ad-
vanced cultural trends of the Western world, for modernist cultore
emphasizes anti-cognitive and anti-intellectoal modes which look
longingly toward a return to instinctual sources _uH.. expression. The
one emphasizes functional rationality, technocratic _mnn_m._u_w mak-
ing, and meritocratic rewards; the other, apocalyptic moods and
anti-rational modes of behavior. It is this disjunction which is the
historic cultural crisis of all Western bourgeois sociery. This cultural
contradiction is, in the longer run, the most fareful division in the
society.

il

The Disjunctions 2
of Cultural

Discourse

—Z THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER, I tried to show thar the disjunc-
tion between culrure and social structure creates a pervasive set of
tensions which the society (as well as the individual) finds difficult to
manage. But there remains another, central issue: the coherence of
cultare itself in modern society, and the question of whether culrure,
rather than religion, can provide a comprehensive or transcendental
set of ultimate meanings, or even satisfactions, in daily life,

The question of the coherence of culture was set forth by Words-
worth, in his “Preface to the Lyrical Ballads™ (1800), when he
deplored “the craving for extraordinary incident” and the thirst for
"outrageous stimulation” created by the rapid spread of communi-
cation and the quickening pace of life, so thar “the works of
Shakspeare [sic] and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic
novels, sickly and stupid German Tragedies, and deluges of idle and
cxtravagant stories in verse. . .." Almost 150 years later, when T. 5.
Eliot reflected on the problem, he pointed our thar culture had
come to have different meanings when related to the whole sociery
or to 2 group or class, and he concluded: “As a_society develops
wwards functional complexity and differentiationl, we may expect
the emergence of several eultural levels: in short, the culture of the
class or group will present jrself,"!

! See William Wordsworth, Selected Porwnr amd Prefaces (Boston: Houghton
Miffling 1985), P g99; and T, 8. Elior, Noter Towards she Definition of Culture
(London: Faber and Faber, 1g48), p, 25,
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