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This study traces the influence of the American

philosophy of pragmatism in the writing of the Progressive

Era intellectual Randolph Bourne (1886-1918),. In courses

with John Dewey at Columbia University and through the books

of William James, pragmatism became a major intellectual

factor in Bourne's social and cultural criticism. The

philosophy remained so to the end of his brief career.

From pragmatism, Bourne learned a method of challenging

a restrictive status quo. In his essays, Bourne sought

harmony between analytical reasoning and the imagination in

order to promote self-growth along with the creation of a

more humane society. Bourne promoted individualism and the

need for transcendent values in modern industrial society.



PREFACE

This thesis explores a major intellectual influence in

the social criticism of the Progressive Era intellectual

Randolph Bourne (1886-1918). The philosophy of pragmatism

became important to Bourne at Columbia University and

remained so to the end of his brief career as a journalist

and essayist. Bourne received an outstanding education at

Columbia under leading progressive intellectuals; he studied

philosophy with John Dewey and took history and political

science courses under Charles Beard and James Harvey

Robinson.

Randolph Bourne remains an obscure figure in American

history. He was practically ignored by American historians

until the 1960s, when our involvement in the Vietnam War

renewed interest in Bourne's opposition to American

participation in World War I. Many of the accounts from

Bourne' s contemporaries made over his image through the

filters of myth and legend. He was seen more as a symbol of

the pre-World War I generation than as an actual person and

writer.

I chose this topic to get beyond symbol or myth to

Bourne's actual message as a writer and critic. Previous

writers have discussed Bourne's knowledge and discussion of

pragmatism. There did not exist, however, a study that
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traced pragmatism's influence over the course of Bourne's

writing career. This study attempts a textual analysis over

a representative sample of his published essays.

The study of Randolph Bourne is rewarding in two

significant ways. First, he is a means of more fully

understanding the Progressive Era in American history.

Bourne was a brilliant observer of intellectual, cultural,

and social trends, and his knowledge and discussion of

pragmatism offers invaluable knowledge of the philosophy.

Second, Bourne's criticism discussed many difficult issues

that have not been resolved in American society: conflict

over cultural values; individualism in a corporate age; drift

or mastery in economic policy; minority versus majority

rights; lack of transcendent social goals. While Bourne's

ideas certainly offer insight into his time, he also has

something to say to our own.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

At twenty-three Randolph Silliman Bourne (1886-1918)

matriculated at Columbia University in New York. He entered

an environment in revolt against the genteel tradition in

American civilization. Columbia's outstanding faculty fired

both his imagination and hope for a more humane society. In

courses with the philosopher John Dewey and through the books

of William James, Bourne encountered pragmatism. The

encounter lasted to the end of his brief life as an essayist

and social critic.

I chose this topic to understand not only the

significance of Randolph Bourne and pragmatism, but also to

gain a more clear perception into the Progressive Era of

American history. Bourne was an exceptional student at

Columbia, earning a master's degree in sociology. He

provides keen insight into intellectual, cultural, and social

trends of his time.

Bourne was both a symbol or myth and an actual person

and writer. In the critical literature as symbol and myth,

Bourne usually appears in the following ways: a pacifist and

outspoken opponent of American participation in World War I;

his break with pragmatism and his former mentor John Dewey

1



2

over Dewey' s support for the war; an untimely death to

influenza in December 1918.

In a praiseworthy reminiscence in 1930, an

acquaintance, Lewis Mumford, supported the image of Bourne as

the mythic figure of his generation. Mumford concluded,

however, that Bourne's writing was really just first quality

journalism and his talent maturing at the time of his death.

Mumford wrote that "Randolph Bourne was precious to us

because of what he was, rather than because of what he had

actually written. . . ." This assessment directed more

attention on the image of the man than his actual ideas.1

Two years later in 1932, John Dos Passos immortalized

Bourne's image in American literature. Dos Passos described

Bourne as a romantic and iconoclast, who wore a black

student's cape--half musician and half educational theorist.

Bourne was a follower of Dewey's teachings until the Great

War. He refused "to climb up on Schoolmaster Wilson's

sharabang."2 Bourne's legend haunted Dos Passos's

imagination:

If any man has a ghost
Bourne has a ghost,
a tiny twisted unscared ghost in a black cloak
hopping along the grimy old brick and brownstone streets
still left in downtown New York,
crying out in a shrill soundless giggle:
War is the health of the state.

In 1942 Alfred Kazin described Bourne as a "new type of

critical personality." Bourne wanted new literature in

America and a concomitant new community life; he joined the
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idealism of the Progressive Era to a call to reform society

as well as art. Kazin suggested that "above all Bourne was

the perfect child of the prewar Enlightenment; when its light

went out in 1918, he died with it." Bourne's generation made

him a martyr to the Great War and he therefore " . . . must

always seem less a writer than the incarnation of his time."4

In 1959, Henry May observed that Bourne's death was the

best symbol of the end of prewar idealism and widespread

belief in the idea of progress. May described Bourne's loss

of idealism during the war:

Bourne's change symbolized the decline of literary
optimism; it also demonstrated the failure of pragmatism
to produce a new consensus. Before the war Bourne, like
many other intellectuals, had combined an allegiance to
John Dewey with a number of incompatible elements. When
Dewey announced his support of the war and began his
attacks on pacifism, Bourne renounced pragmatism in a
series of stinging essays. Its values, he charged, had
depended on the easy consensus of a peaceful period.
Under fire, its insistent practicality and emphasis on
the possible deteriorated too easily into shallow
opportunism.5

This study traces the effect that pragmatism had on

Randolph Bourne's writings by focusing specifically on his

published essays and his personal letters. Pragmatism was

important to Bourne during his college years at Columbia

University and remained so throughout his career. As an

essayist and social critic for such magazines as Atlantic

Monthly, New Republic, Seven Arts, and Dial, pragmatism

offered Bourne a personal philosophy and a critical style and

content in his writing. Some historians argue that Bourne
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completely broke with pragmatism during the Great War. To be

sure Bourne clearly broke with certain aspects of Dewey's

interpretation, however the philosophy remained important to

Bourne until his death in December 1918.

Randolph Bourne was an intellectual, deeply concerned

with the direction of the United States as an experiment in

democracy. Bourne clearly saw the United States at the

crossroads of becoming a social democracy or a capitalist

plutocracy. The danger came from industrialization and

economic centralization. These rapid changes dramatically

altered local communities and traditional ways of life.

While many Americans understood that they lived in a rapidly

changing time and had much less control and say over their

lives, the intellectual world offered little consolation.

The philosophical tradition of idealism focused on concepts

such as Pure Reason instead of problems in the natural world.

Furthermore, the empirical position of scientific materialism

or evolutionary theory offered no hope for the individual

human being in controlling the direction of history;

deterministic laws of nature governed historical progress.

Bourne perceived early in life that his secondary

education and the values of his middle class family offered

scant understanding of the modern era in the United States.

Pragmatism offered Bourne an alternative: hope that human

beings on an individual and collective basis could control
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their destiny. Pragmatism also taught him that the emotions,

religious beliefs, and aesthetic values were an integral

component of the human experience. They significantly

contributed to a more humane society by locating life and

personality in a naturalistic world.

Bourne criticized the American cultural leadership's

failure to confront the rapid changes taking place in the

United States. In terms of rational debate in a democratic

society, the accurate portrayal of social reality was

extremely important. Bourne and many other critics of his

generation indicted the "custodians of culture," or those

persons in charge of the major universities, publishing

houses, and national magazines who maintained the genteel

tradition in America. The genteel tradition supported belief

in the certainty of eternal moral values, the idea of

America's automatic progress, and an elite culture. This

elite culture was European in origin, usually expressed in

"British" terms as polite manners, respect for traditional

learning, appreciation for the fine arts, and a love for the

classics in literature.6

Despite the cultural custodians' honest desire to

preserve truth and beauty in a vulgar industrial age, the

genteel tradition, according to Bourne, had very negative

consequences for American intellectual and cultural life.

For example, genteel critics damaged an indigenous literary

tradition and failed at the possibility of social realism in
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literature and the arts. They discounted the artistic value

of Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville, and they grossly simplified

the achievements of Emerson, Whitman, and Twain.

Consequently by 1910 themes of sheer uplift and

sentimentality characterized popular literature. Bourne' s

essays attacked this genteel orientation. This artistic

warfare was at the center of his writing.7

American pragmatism developed in the academy. It was an

insurgent and indigenous expression of concern over the

individual' s fate and the meaning, purpose, and direction of

the nation. While the logician and mathematician Charles

Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) contributed to its first famous

form, William James (1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952)

gave the "creed" mature expression. Fostered by the

Darwinian revolution in biology and psychology, the

philosophy grew ultimately into an expression of social

criticism. William James examined the nature of human

consciousness and experience--whether human will and desire

could effect change and control one's destiny. John Dewey

expanded James's concern for individual meliorism to

mankind's ability to organize society collectively in an

ethical system that protected both individual freedom and the

interests of the larger community. James and Dewey both

thought that philosophy should analyze and confront ordinary
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problems in life; it should not be just about the

speculations of professional philosophers.

James sought a middle ground between rationalism and

empiricism. In different ways, both positions negated the

idea that human beings had ethical choice or free will. The

rationalist or "tender-minded" saw the world as a unified,

finished, predetermined "block universe" that offered

certainty but not opportunity for free will. On the other

hand, the empiricist or "tough-minded" viewed the world as an

agglomeration of things known only through sense impressions.

The empiricist saw the world in a process of growing or

becoming. This position negated moral choice for it denied

any knowable elements of continuity 'in experience. The

logical result of empiricism was nihilism, according to

James . 8

James's pragmatism sought a reorientation of philosophy.

Dewey's version wanted a reconstruction of philosophy which

led to the reformation of society. Dewey maintained that

philosophical ideas contributed to progress and reform.

Dewey traced the problem between rationalism and empiricism

back to the origins of Western civilization. Rationalism

emerged among the ancient Greeks in their "quest for

certainty" and their conception of knowledge and truth as

lying outside of human experience. The result was a duality

that pervaded all aspects of Western thought, language, and

culture. Down to the present--the separation of the "real"
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from the "ideal" and "appearance" from "reality" limited

reform. Rationalism prevented people from going to their own

experience as the source of knowledge and truth. Philosophy

then evolved as a search for some form of "absolute truth"

instead of being a tool for inquiry. Beginning in the'

sixteenth century, the scientific revolution fostered

empiricism, a secular, inductive approach to life's ordinary

problems. The resulting scientific spirit created great

commercial, political, and technological changes; but

empiricism failed in understanding human nature and society.
9

William James's pragmatism asserted that human will and

desire wanted a more morally satisfying future. This desire

for moral order in the world was a basic human need. James

saw human experience as being the continuous flowing of real

alternatives offered to human volition. James based his

pragmatic definition of experience on his psychological

theories. He defined experience as a streaming sense of

continuity between a human being and external objects. Out

of this "stream of consciousness" there emerged a sense of

personal continuity and movement among the data of the

experiential world. These data did not remain random or

chaotic, but in becoming a part of human consciousness they

assumed a purposive structure and became ideas or concepts

allowing individuals to respond to their environment. James

did not define the purpose of thought to be just survival or
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adaptation but survival on terms that satisfied the

individual' s emotional, moral, and aesthetic needs. Human

feeling and personality were a legitimate part of experience

and should play a major role in life.1 0

James's philosophy borrowed from empiricism. It

approached truth and knowledge inductively, and it

incorporated the concept of "pluralism," which meant that the

universe was open to chance in its process of becoming. In a

material world of uncertainty and chance, pragmatism sought

truth and meaning in the world of human experience. It asked

what the consequences were of believing a certain idea to be

true. The relationship of an idea when acted upon

constituted truth--not the inherent property of certain

correct ideas. Pragmatism was a relativistic philosophy, in

that no truth was ever final or permanent in a pluralistic

universe. Although James could not offer certainty and

assurance in a rapidly changing world, his philosophy placed

truth, meaning, and ethical choice in human experience and

made mankind responsible for its destiny.'1

John Dewey's analysis accepted the pragmatic definition

of experience. Dewey called the process of interaction

between human beings and their environment "transactions,,"

which included physical, social, and psychical phenomena.

For Dewey, the rendering of experience as a dynamic,

naturalistic process destroyed dualisms by establishing human

experience as the source of all knowledge and meaning. He
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described human intelligence as a quality of experience that

evolved as a tool to insure the survival of the species.

Ideas were "instrumental," or effective plans of action for

solving problems and modifying conditions to human

satisfaction. Dewey's "instrumentalism," the name often

given to his version of pragmatism, held that logic should be

a process of solving problems in the natural world. Dewey

argued that logical inquiry should always result in some

definite purposive change in the environment. Furthermore,

Dewey defined value theory as a process of comparing

different plans of action. Value arose from differing

alternatives that human beings contemplated in attempting to

survive and progress.12

Dewey's "experimentalism" was his application of the

inductive, scientific method to all areas of social,

intellectual, and moral life, areas he thought that previous

philosophy had ignored. By converting philosophy into

experimentalism, Dewey desired that American society be

reconstructed on a more scientific and moral foundation

within the democratic political system. Dewey saw

industrialization and laissez-faire capitalism as causing

social stress, individual alienation, community

fragmentation, and a destructive commercial growth. Largely

in the hands of an applied technology, science extended

corporate capitalism's power by supporting conservative
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social habits and values; therefore science's application to

the larger social and political questions was not possible.
1 3

The "classical liberal" tradition contributed to social

crisis in the United States. Dewey felt that an outdated

individualism, in which people pursued enlightened self-

interest, was irrelevant in an interdependent, democratically

organic society. By working together in an increasingly

scientific and cooperative manner human beings created social

progress. His new definition of individualism allowed people

individual choice but conceived of the "good society" in

social and collective terms. Dewey's "new Liberalism" sought

to apply experimentalism to all social problems and

encouraged a more intelligent and broader participation in

public life. Realizing that political democracy alone was

not sufficient for his vision of a liberal society, Dewey saw

the necessity of a progressive culture. Dewey's educational

ideas came in at this point in the hope of imbuing

individuals and institutions with the values and methods of

experimentalism.14

Dewey combined all areas of his pragmatism in his

educational philosophy. He indicted educational methods and

curricula from the nineteenth century that in large part

remained into the early decades of the twentieth century.

Oriented toward the past, this education used authoritarian

discipline and enslaved students to tradition and custom by

equating intelligence with the ability to reproduce a formal



12

system of knowledge with little relevance to the modern

world. The effect on the student produced several problems:

lack of interest in novel situations; fear of uncertainty;

lack of imagination and creativity; and a concept of

excellence measured by reverence for a country's past

achievements, not its promise.1 5

Dewey's educational goal was a learning process

fulfilling the growth potential of each child. The ideal was

to make the experimental method the basis of education and to

teach the student to 'learn how to learn.' The school and the

lessons taught should have relevance to the larger community.

Finally, Dewey believed that if children acquired early the

habits of free inquiry and intelligent learning, eventually

these habits would filter into the larger society.1 6

Randolph Bourne' s encounter with pragmatism intersected

two historical movements of intellectual and cultural revolt.

The first took place within the academy at Columbia

University. The second was a movement of cultural modernism

and nationalism involving much of the avant-garde artistic

community in New York City.

A "revolt against formalism" dominated the American

intellectual community from 1900 until its decline in the

years before World War II. Pragmatism represented the

overall philosophical spirit of the movement. The rejection

of formalism meant a movement away from deduction and logic
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as inadequate for social research, toward use of the

inductive, scientific method in the social sciences. This

academic revolt included intellectuals such as John Dewey,

Thorstein Veblen, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., Charles Beard,

and James Harvey Robinson. Their collective contribution was

the integration of the social disciplines by providing an

accurate historical and cultural study of humanity. At

Columbia, Randolph Bourne studied philosophy under Dewey, and

he took history and political science courses with Charles

Beard and James Harvey Robinson. He learned from them to

take an interdisciplinary approach to knowledge in

combination with the scientific method.17

Bourne's New York college years found him in the center

of a literary and artistic renaissance that included both

continental and indigenous radicalism. This movement began

in 1908 when painters, writers, and critics formed

communities centered around the Greenwich Village section of

the city. Bourne lived and worked among a group of literary

and social critics who wrote for several of the period's

famous journals and magazines. There was the Masses

magazine, which included Max Eastman, John Reed, and Floyd

Dell, and the Smart Set, edited by H. L. Mencken and

Williard Huntington Wright. Bourne worked first under

Herbert Croly for New Republic and later joined Paul

Rosenfeld, Waldo Frank, James Oppenheim, and Van Wyck Brooks

on the staff of Seven Arts. While the participants had
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differences on political and aesthetic issues, they were

united in opposition to the genteel tradition. They sought a

national culture based on authentic American themes.1 8

The work of George Bernard Shaw, Henrik Ibsen, Friedrich

Nietzsche, and Henri Bergson provided the European origins

for this artistic rebellion that advanced modernist

literature and philosophy. The result was cross-cultural

conflict.1 9

The American roots of the rebellion lay in the

pragmatism of William James and John Dewey. The use of the

scientific method and pragmatism's inherent relativism

supported the social critics' negative comments on

traditional standards in morality, education, politics, and

culture. From pragmatism Randolph Bourne learned a method of

challenging a restrictive American status quo.2 0

Bourne's criticism, however, went beyond merely

stylistic discontent; he offered an alternative. For Bourne,

pragmatism offered a solution to the varied problems of

individual and social life. In his essays, Bourne held out a

balance between the rational and emotional side of humanity.

The positive results would be found in all aspects of human

life. He argued that both self-development and a more humane

and healthy society were complementary and desirable for all

concerned.
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This thesis examines Bourne's critical method and the

philosophic content in his essays from 1911 to 1918, the

course of his brief writing career. Although Bourne's

interests ranged widely, the chapters of this thesis explore:

the concept of youth; progressive education; cultural

nationalism; politics and antiwar protest. The final chapter

concludes the investigation and attempts to offer some

interpretation of the significance of pragmatism to Randolph

Bourne.
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CHAPTER II

YOUTH AND LIFE

Randolph Bourne grew to manhood in Bloomfield, New

Jersey, a town with a strong Presbyterian heritage dating

back to colonial times. His ancestors were among the

original settlers. Bourne's paternal grandfather was a

minister and his great-grandfather an abolitionist and

acquaintance of Ralph Waldo Emerson and William Lloyd

Garrison. Bourne's birth in May 1886 and early years left an

indelible physical mark on his life. The use of forceps in

the delivery caused Bourne's mouth to be misshapen and his

left ear damaged. And at age four, a case of spinal

tuberculosis seriously deformed him. This left Bourne a

hunchback, and he grew no more than five feet tall. As his

principal biographer John Moreau noted, this deformity was

the "cardinal tangible factor" in his life for which he

apparently built up a psychological wall for self-

protection.1

Despite his deformity and the absence of a father, Bourne

lived a fairly normal childhood characteristic to a middle-

class Victorian home of the period. His mother's brother, a

prominent attorney, supported the family after the father

succumbed to alcoholism and left for good when Bourne was

18
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nine years old. Bourne did well in high school, graduating

in 1903 and passing the entrance examinations to Princeton.

But in an event that significantly altered 'the

course of his life, the wealthy uncle refused to pay for

college, which he thought a waste of time on a deformed man

with little chance for success in life.2

Randolph Bourne commuted from Bloomfield to New York

City during the next six years, working at a series of odd

jobs. Little information survives about this period, but

certainly it was a startling experience for Bourne

considering his deformity. Looking for work as a handicapped

man affected his perception of the business world, as did the

discovery of poverty and social injustice in the city.

Bourne read voraciously, including books on socialism, and

during this time, he also grew estranged from the values and

attitudes of his family and community--its church, social

classes, prejudices, and moral codes. In the major turning

point of his life, he won a scholarship to Columbia

University beginning with the fall semester in 1909.3

Bourne found the intellectual atmosphere at Columbia

exhilarating and revolutionary. The distinguished faculty

encouraged and tolerated disagreement. Besides John Dewey,

Charles Beard, and James Harvey Robinson, the faculty

included Franz Boas in anthropology, Frederick Woodbridge in

philosophy, and Franklin Giddings and Felix Adler in the

social sciences. James T. Shotwell and Carlton Hayes taught
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history and political science, while English literature

included Brander Matthews, Joel Spingarn, John Erskine, and

Carl Van Doren. Bourne studied under many of these

professors and knew some on personal terms. Doing so well

that he graduated a year early, Bourne also won election to

Phi Beta Kappa and completed a master's degree in sociology

by 1913.4

Bourne lived a varied and active student life.

Beginning his freshman year, he published articles in

Columbia Monthly, the undergraduate literary magazine,

becoming editor in 1911. He made a number of close friends,

who often gathered at his room for intellectual debate, and

he took part in literary and philosophical discussion groups.

Bourne joined the Intercollegiate Socialist Society, which

named him in 1914 a delegate to the Second International at

Vienna. His outside reading leaned heavily toward sociology,

psychology, anthropology, philosophy, and history, and he

emphasized these courses in college. And it was in these

years that he discovered pragmatism.5

In a series of perceptive letters written in 1913,

Bourne discussed his reading and knowledge of pragmatism,

especially referring to the ideas of William James. He

acknowledged that his enthusiasm for James and pragmatism was

recent, dating back two years earlier to 1911. Bourne

defined himself then as a "rank materialist" who despised
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Emerson and Plato, but his reading of William James, along

with Henri Bergson and his studies in primitive psychology,

convinced him that human feelings and aesthetic perceptions

deserved a much higher place in the world, with a concomitant

reduction of the intellect and reason. James's philosophy

appealed to him, for it contained

. . . the verve, the color, the music of life, and
anybody with any artistic sense feels that a philosophy
of life must have a great deal of these things. . . .
The modern philosophy is all dynamic, vital; thinks of
everything in terms of change and purpose and will and
instinct that is vital processes rather than physical
changes.

In encouraging a friend to read William James, Bourne

called the philosopher's ideas the " . . . most inspiring

modern outlook on life and reality." Bourne wrote that

James's book The Varieties of Religious Experience would

explain religion as a vital part of human experience, while

James's Pragmatism gave one the philosophical basis for a

dynamic, creative attitude toward life. Bourne observed that

James had " . . . settled so many of my own worries that I

preach him as a prophet." Bourne also recommended several

other authors to his friend, including in the list H. G.

Wells, Bergson, and John Dewey.7 Bourne then offered the

following evaluation:

We may not know much, and can never know the most, but
at least have the positive material of our own human
experience to interpret. That at least is assured to
us, and it is only when we try to interpret the world in
terms of pure cognition, pure thought, that we get into
trouble. But our feelings and appreciations and values
are what really count. . . . Science is purely
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instrumental, giving us the tools with which to control
our environment; it is in no sense valid as an
interpretation of life and life's meanings. Its
description of the world is a description simply of the
machinery, the behavior of that world, not of its
palpitating life. This we know only by feeling it and
living it. Religion and art have simply been human
attempts to catch and fix and make intelligible that
life."

Bourne admired James's attempt to make earth-bound truth

comprehensible to human beings. Bourne asserted that "truth

to him is thoroughly comprehended experience; it is created

as we go along, it is what proves its verity by being

verified." James's observation that religious and psychic

experiences occurred throughout historical time proved that

these phenomena could not be summarily dismissed as illusion.

James taught Bourne of the need to reconcile human feelings

with human reason: "We must somehow comprehend a world where

both the cold, mechanical facts of the physical plane exist

and the warm emotional and conscious life of desires and

ideals and hopes." James's philosophy broke the rigid

distinction between the supernatural and natural worlds, and

therefore "human experience is now what we have to study, and

out of that we have to form our own values and ideals." 9

Bourne charged that James's pragmatism did not merely

support existing social conditions. Although never writing

directly on ethics, and mentioning socialism only rarely, but

with approval, James wrote one of the most "effective and

practicable" utopias ever suggested in his essay "The Moral

Equivalent for War." Bourne asserted that the idea of "free
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individuality" imbued all of James' s work, an individuality

developed through a "spontaneous social life," which was the

ideal of both socialists and anarchists.1 0 Bourne in the

same letter commented on the uncertainty and relativism in

the pragmatic philosophy:

You do get an ungodly number of new doubts and problems
that you would never have thought of
without, but then you get that sense of widening your
universe, of exploring dangerous and uncharted seas, of
living in a world of real peril, where not only you do
not know the answer but nobody does. This is borne in
upon you as you ascend the ladder of any one branch of
knowledge. It is the beginners, the elementary
instructors who are certain and dogmatic; the further
you go, the more shaky the authorities become, until you
find it is those who know the most who have the least
certitude. But by being a philosopher, you can be
contented with tentative certainties, with intuitions,
and by a judicious mixture of reason and faith based on
what seems the balance of probabilities and on the
effective workableness of your
principles. . ..oi

It is significant that in these letters Bourne hardly

referred to John Dewey. He mentioned taking Dewey' s course

on "Psychological Ethics," yet Bourne considered him a poor

teacher. Even though he studied under Dewey at Columbia, it

is clear that William James's was the greater influence

during these years. But Dewey's effect on Bourne was in

evidence by the following quote: "We are all instrumentalists

here at Columbia. Thought is a practical organ of adaptation

to environment; knowledge is a tool to encompass this

adaptation, rather than a picture of reality." Bourne noted,
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however, that the world should be seen as a work of art

instead of a scientific, logical system.1 2

In 1911 Bourne began his professional writing career.

He was still an undergraduate at Columbia University. The

occasion for his first publication in a national magazine was

an article in Atlantic Monthly that year by Cornelia A. P.

Comer, "A Letter to the Rising Generation." The author made

a condescending and denunciatory attack on youth and

specifically Bourne's generation. She criticized their

language, selfishness, agnosticism, lack of integrity, and

accused them of being shallow and irresponsible. At the time

Bourne was taking a history of philosophy course with

Frederick Woodbridge, who suggested his class reply.

Woodbridge in fact spoke to Bourne privately and encouraged

him to respond. Bourne's reply was the essay "The Two

Generations," published in Atlantic Monthly in May 1911.

This was the first of many articles Bourne was to write for

the magazine over the next six years. Bourne collected

several essays on the theme of youth, most of which had been

written for Atlantic Monthly and published them as his first

book in 1913, Youth and Life.13

In the essays in Youth and Life, Randolph Bourne

depicted youth or the younger generation as a metaphor for

the promise of life and the hope of creating a better society

in the United States. Bourne's exuberant idealism dominated

his writing. He thought that the younger generation, open-
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minded to new ideas and values, needed survival in a rapidly

changing society. Bourne's generation was most likely to

break with tradition and incorporate the insights of the

pragmatic philosophy. The presence of pragmatism, along with

the idealism, can be readily seen in these articles, as the

following passage indicates:

It is the glory of the present age that in it one can be
young. Our times give no check to the radical
tendencies of youth. On the contrary, they give the
directest stimulation. A muddle of a world and a wide
outlook combine to inspire us to the bravest of
radicalisms. Great issues have been born in the last
century, and are now loose in the world. There is a
radical philosophy that illuminates our environment,
gives us terms in which to express what we see, and
coordinates our otherwise aimless reactions.1 4

In these essays Bourne applied what he learned from both

William James and John Dewey. Bourne analyzed that his

generation lived in a vastly different age than that of their

parents and any other previous generation. He understood

that traditional education and the values and beliefs of

their parents no longer served as an adequate future guide.

Bourne encouraged his readers to apply experimentalism to all

aspects of life. And he also encouraged them to seek the

creative and imaginative in life, pursuing self-growth and

the expansion of personality. And to reiterate, Bourne

sought harmony between applied science and the emotional,

aesthetic aspect of humanity.

In the essay "The Two Generations," Bourne defended his

generation from criticism by their elders, as represented by
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Cornelia Comer's article. The older generation misunderstood

the younger one because they did not recognize the important

changes taking place in the United States. Bourne maintained

that his generation had practically brought itself up, since

the home, church, and school offered less direction and

guidance in a transitional age. The values and beliefs of

these institutions spoke to a bygone time. Bourne observed

that "the modern child from the age of ten is almost his own

master. The helplessness of the modern parent face to face

with these conditions is amusing." Bourne noted that parents

did not understand their children, and their lack of

understanding and control over them meant a lack of the moral

guidance and instruction of an earlier time. Bourne

described young people being on their own in this new age:

"It must be remembered that we of the rising generation have

to work this problem out alone. Pastors, teachers, and

parents flutter aimlessly about with their ready-made

formulas, but somehow these are less efficacious than they

used to be. I doubt if any generation was ever thrown quite

so completely on its own resources as ours is."1 5

When criticized for being irresponsible and indecisive

about a career, Bourne insisted that any indecisiveness

reflected a perception of diminishing opportunities for

success. Career opportunities for many young people often

meant the dilemma of choosing between an impersonal
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corporation or the volatile world of small business. Neither

offered much hope for self-development. In earlier times the

cost of professional education was much less and there was

always opportunity out West. Bourne held that in his time

professional training was costly and lengthy, and there was

no more West. He thought that the "haphazard industrial

machine" offered magnificent opportunity for a young person

to get into the wrong place, for necessity forced many to go

into the first work available.16

Bourne discussed the charge that young people were

selfish and lacking of a sense of self-sacrifice and duty.

This was not because Bourne's generation did not know what

these concepts meant but instead that they did not worry or

tend to personal character as had earlier generations.

Bourne explained that his generation's outlook was outward

rather than inward. Young people in Bourne' s time received a

much broader horizon and many different points of view

through newspapers, free libraries, and cheap magazines.1 7

Bourne asked that young people not be blamed for suspecting

old ideas and beliefs and seeking new ways of interpreting

the world:

We have . . . become impatient with the conventional
explanations of the older generation. We have retained
from childhood the propensity to see through things, and
to tell the truth with startling frankness. This must,
of course, be very disconcerting to a generation, so
much of whose activity seems to consist in glossing over
the unpleasant things. . . . There are too many issues
evaded which we would like to meet. Many of us find,
sooner or later, that the world is a very different sort
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of place from what our carefully deodorized and
idealized education would have us believe.1 8

Bourne concluded his article by comparing the

differences between his generation and the older one in terms

of religion and political reform. Bourne pointed out that

young people turned to new ideas and new prophets because

they found the world not as their elders painted it. The

young generation's "spiritual center" was in the process of

rapidly shifting from the personal to the social. They

sought not personal salvation but social salvation--they were

interested not in their own character but in the character of

society. Bourne spoke for his generation in saying that "we

feel social injustice as our fathers felt personal sin." The

young generation wanted new institutions rather than trying

to reform the present system by making men "good"; it was

time to give up the attempt to make the operators of the

political machinery moral. Bourne noted that many of his

generation supported socialism because of its scientific

foundation and its concrete organization. Bourne called for

cooperative action to change society for the better.19

Bourne presented youth as a turbulent and exciting

period of life in any historical time, yet particularly so in

the first two decades of the twentieth century. In the essay

"Youth," he described that time in life when a young person

became seized with a consciousness of being alive. Bourne

defined youth as the period in life from adolescence up until
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approximately age twenty-five. Growing up in a confusing

array of ideas and traditions, the young person could find

this time either the most radical or the most conservative.

Conservatism still claimed many young people through the

institutions of society, such as family, church, and

traditional education, even as they lost authority. But if

the "flood of life" went in the direction of ideals, then

that person became a "radical" by Bourne's definition.

Bourne's radical youth manifested an " . .. undying spirit

of youth that seems to be fed by an unquenchable fire--one

that does not burn itself out but seems to grow steadier and

steadier as life goes on--this sets youth not only against

old age, but against youth itself. "2 0

Bourne discussed the interaction of his radical youth

with society. When passing into youth, life became instantly

a process of seeking and searching and appeared as a series

of blind alleys and multiple possibilities, all seemingly

real. The radical youth developed a thirst for experience.

Bourne believed that if young people took this early struggle

with life easy, then they became conservatives; but if they

took it hard, struggling with inner spiritual concerns, they

were likely to achieve "that gift of the gods, perpetual

youth." Bourne criticized young people who planned their

lives on the basis of formal ideas and logic, before

experiencing enough life to find self-discovery. Bourne

considered it " . . . infinitely better for a boy to start
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ahead in life in a spirit of moral adventure, trusting for

sustenance to what he may find by the wayside, than to lay in

laboriously, before starting, a store of principles for life,

and burden himself so heavily for the journey that he dare

not . . . enjoy the scenery on the road.,2 1

Bourne's radical youth held a constant susceptibility to

new experiences in life, a constant eagerness to try

experiments. This attitude of experimentation led to

conflict with their elders whom they perceived to run the

world with outdated ideas and selfish motives, resisting

positive social change. The older generation's argument that

their management of the world was based on the grounds of

experience greatly irritated Bourne, since they held in high

regard merely a quantity and not a quality of experience of

life.2 2  Bourne countered that in fact it was young people

who had all the really valuable experience:

It is they who have constantly to face new situations,
to react constantly to new aspects of life, who are
getting the whole beauty and terror and cruelty of the
world in its fresh and undiluted purity. It is only the
interpretation of the first collision with life that is
worth anything. For the weakness of experience is that
it so soon gets stereotyped; without new situations and
crises it becomes so conventional as to be practically
unconscious. Very few people get any really new
experience after they are twenty-five, unless there is a
real change of environment. Most older men live only in
the experience of their youthful years.2 3

Bourne saw no great gulf between youth and middle age as

existed between childhood and youth. In fact, he thought

that many adults were little more than grown up children in
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terms of their world view. The tragedy for society, as

analyzed by Bourne, was that many outdated ideas learned many

years earlier by the nation's leaders led to much friction

and maladjustment. Many older people did not revise their

knowledge and assumptions with the changing times.2 4

On the other hand, Bourne's radical youth questioned all

that was old and established. As they received evasive

answers from the "defenders," by which Bourne meant the

custodians of culture, young people questioned the

conventional institutions, customs, and ideas of American

society. Bourne pictured radical youth as symbolic of the

"leaven" that kept the questioning, testing attitudes alive--

this role was extremely important to prevent a society from

lapsing into moral decay. Youth sought to overthrow

conservative institutions in society, and therefore they

supported science and "conscious social progress" in order to

confront the disorder and injustice in society. Bourne

castigated his parent's generation for fearing the future and

distrusting social innovation. He could not understand their

paralysis, their failing to act in behalf of the nation's

social welfare.2 5

Bourne remarked that radical youth sought out teachers,

artists, and intellectuals of imagination and inspiration,

whose thinking and interpretations bore close relation with

the processes of life. The young radicals eschewed those
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professors, lawyers, and ministers who had lost their "grip

of life," and instead inhabited an ideal world of phrases,

concepts and artificial attitudes.2 6 Bourne summed up his

article on youth thus:

The secret of life is then that this fine youthful
spirit should never be lost. Out of the turbulence of
youth should come this fine precipitate--a sane, strong,
aggressive spirit of daring and doing. It must be a
flexible, growing spirit, with a hospitality to new
ideas, and a keen insight into experience. To keep
one's reactions warm and true, is to have found the
secret of perpetual youth, and perpetual youth is
salvation.

Randolph Bourne found the operation of no moral law or

any order to the world in accordance with human values. His

essay "The Adventure of Life" discussed the precariousness

and uncertainty at the heart of the human condition and what

human beings could do about their predicament. Bourne

affirmed that this awareness grew as a person passed from the

security of childhood, into knowledge of misfortune, disease,

and death. The world was a place where anything could

happen, to the just and unjust alike. Conventional religion

offered little comfort. Regardless of a belief in

Providence, the natural world operated without regard to the

well-being of its inhabitants.2 8

In modern times, newspapers and magazines revealed the

world's horrors and its delights:

. . . this widening, which has meant the possibility of
living the contemplative and imaginative life on an
infinitely higher plane than before, has meant also a
soul-sickness to the more sensitive, because of the
immense and overburdening drafts on their sympathy which
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the new experience involved. Although our increased
knowledge of the world has meant everywhere reform, and
has vastly improved and beautified life, for millions of
men, it has at the same time opened a nerve the pain of
which no opiate has been able to soothe. And along with
the real increase of longevity and sounder health for
civilized man, attained through the triumphs of medical
science, there has come a renewed realization of the
shortness and precariousness, at its best of life. The
fact that our knowledge of evil is shared by millions of
men intensifies, I think, our sensitiveness.29

Bourne asserted that life would always retain an element

of uncertainty. But it was this sense of uncertainty that

gave life adventure and gave human beings the opportunity for

moral choice. While recognizing this uncertainty, they could

still do all in their power to control nature for human

betterment. The struggle to know social reality was only the

first step. Bourne encouraged young people to learn about

the world and to search for facts no matter how dangerous.

Yet he recognized that knowledge alone was not enough and

neither was knowledge combined with action--the more they

learned of the world the more aware they became of the

uncertainty and dangers inherent in life. Bourne wrote that

life seemed devoid of any possibility for meaning or truth:

"The world seems to be revealed to us as mechanical in its

workings and fortuitous in its origin, and the warmth and

light of beauty and ideals that we have known all along to be

our true life seem to be proven illusions.",30

For Bourne, the solution lay in collective action to

organize society in a progressive manner as much as possible.

He recognized that no amount of planning could alleviate
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"accidental evil" in the natural world, but one should not

brood over the hopelessness of the human experience but work

toward building a better society; and not less science but

more was needed in order to control the forces of nature,

harnessing them to human benefit. Science alone, however,

was not the answer: " . . . we must learn that the

interpretation of the world lies not in its mechanism but in

its meanings, and those meanings we find in our values and

ideals. . . . Science brings us only to an 'area of our

dwelling,' as Whitman says. The moral adventure of the

rising generation will be to learn this truth thoroughly, and

to reinstate ideals and personality at the heart of the

world.",31

Bourne called for more speculation on ideas of aesthetic

value. No matter how successful the achievements of modern

science, the effects tended to obscure the "inner nature" of

the world. Bourne emphasized that the notion of the world

being mechanical and devoid of mystery deprived the human

spirit, while a belief in the "deadness" of things served to

deny the appreciation of art and personality. It was

important to realize the world as not dead and that human

beings could improve their condition in life.3 2

Bourne concluded this essay by stating that human

intelligence and experimentation should continue to put

questions to the problems of the world, while recognizing the
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mystery inherent in existence. Life should be seen as an

adventure, but people should work together for social reform

to alleviate poverty and social injustice.3 3

In his essay "The Experimental Life," Randolph Bourne

indicted a rationalist approach to life for the individual in

an uncertain and transitional time. Rationality to Bourne

meant a too heavy reliance on logical proofs and logical

motives when life itself was not logical. Bourne castigated

people who mapped out every detail of their lives far ahead

in time and then systematically adapted every means available

to channel the smallest detail of their activity to that end.

While people might wish to plan their lives like a cook plans

a meal, that was not the kind of world human beings occupied.

Life came as a series of surprises. A person should be alert

and ready for what may come--for the interest and enjoyment

of life came from its sense of adventurousness, not in its

susceptibility to orderly mapping. Bourne added that as in

battle, so in ordinary human life, did complex forces baffle

and confound the best laid plans.3 4

Bourne maintained that his generation seriously doubted

the worth of the "rational ideal." An individual's personal

philosophy was a handicap instead of an aid if it was not

open to instant correction, unless it was flexible and

capable of revision and modification. Bourne proposed the

substitution of the "experimental ideal" for the rational

one. Life should be seen not as a campaign of battle but as
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a laboratory where possibilities for the enhancement of human

life and personality could be tested and observed. Bourne

stressed that people should not " . . . start life with a

code of its laws in our pocket, with its principles of

activity already learned by heart, but we are to discover

those principles as we go, by conscientious experiment. Even

those laws that seem incontrovertible we are to test for

ourselves, to see whether they are thoroughly vital to our

experience. . . ." The experimenter approached life with the

mind of a scientist. But Bourne noted that most people did

not examine their ideas and assumptions. They found it

difficult to revise theories about themselves and each

other.3 5

Bourne remarked that the old rigid moral codes, with

their emphasis on the "prudential virtues," neglected the

fundamental fact of human irrationality. Conventional wisdom

held that if people only knew what was good, they would do

it. Bourne countered, however, that human beings did not do

what they wanted, but what was easiest and most natural.

People were creatures of instincts and impulses. Traditional

education did not try to direct this energy into channels of

experimentation--it held up a rational ideal of inhibition

and restraint. While the irrational man was certainly a

slave to impulse, the rational man was a slave to motives and

reasons. On an individual level the rational ideal made for
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an inflexibility of character, while for the larger society

it made for a stifling conservatism unable to adapt to new

situations or make allowances for the changes in life.3 6

Bourne knew that this approach to life was not easy, for

he wrote that "the world has never favored the experimental

life. It despises poets, fanatics, prophets, and lovers. It

admires physical courage, but it has small use for moral

courage. Yet it has always been those who experimented with

life, who formed their philosophy of life as a

crystallization out of that experimentation, who were the

light and life of the world." Finally, Bourne stated that

life should be seen not as a place for conquest by the human

will or as a marketplace for the consumption of goods.

Instead life was a "great tract of spiritual soil," having

potential for cultivation or misuse.3 7

Randolph Bourne applied his own method of

experimentalism to life's problems. He wrote about a method

borrowed from a study of the ancient Greeks, in his essay

"The Life of Irony." Bourne promoted the creative

imagination. He defined irony as the "rub of mind against

mind by the simple use of simulated ignorance, and the

adoption, without committing one's self, of another's point

of view." Bourne's study of Socrates led him to appreciate

irony as a way of challenging the world, judging experience,

and of providing a sense of vivid contrasts and

juxtapositions. It was in essence a "critical attitude



38

towards life." Irony gave one a vivid and intense feeling of

"aliveness." Bourne wrote that " . . . irony in its best

sense is an exquisite sense of proportion, a sort of

spiritual tact in judging the values and significance of

experience.",38

The "ironist" borrowed and exchanged ideas, placing them

in new settings. If an idea were absurd, the slightest

change of environment revealed it. With irony Bourne made an

attempt to distinguish between fresh and second-hand

experience. He observed that many people lived upon values

and beliefs that had no foundation on any rational or

experimental basis whatsoever. Born into a world of ready-

made ideas, traditions, beliefs, people could live a lifetime

without critically examining themselves on the basis of

personal experience.39 Bourne wrote of the importance of

irony:

the great value of these judgements of irony is
that they are not artificial but spring naturally out of
life. Irony, the science of comparative experience,
compares things not with an established
standard but with each other, and the values that slowly
emerge from the process, values that emerge from one's
own vivid reactions, are constantly revised, corrected,
and refined by that same sense of contrast. The ironic
life is a life keenly alert, keenly sensitive, reacting
promptly with feelings of liking or dislike to each bit
of experience, letting none of it pass without
interpretation and assimilation, a life full and
satisfying,--indeed a rival of the religious life.4 0

Bourne envisioned irony as a cure for both optimism and

pessimism, recognizing the injustice in life but also seeing



39

the world as too expansive to be evil at heart. He noted

that the ironist saw beauty in the most mundane events in

life. Furthermore, the ironist inquired into all human

experience, being an "intellectual democrat." Nothing was

too sacred or too trivial for inquiry. In the ironist's

presence all ideas and attitudes were equal. Bourne stated

that "in his world there is no privileged caste, no

aristocracy of sentiments to be reverenced, or segregated

systems of interests to be tabooed. Nothing human is alien

to the ironist; the whole world is thrown open to the play of

his judgement."4 1

Bourne defended irony from detractors who would accuse

it of all the problems of democracy, since it seemed to shock

all that was considered good, true, and sacred. He also

defended irony from the charge of being cynical or satirical.

The ironist wanted to understand the world in a humane and

holistic sense. Irony did not make fun of people as in

satire. In essence, irony sought to give ideas an airing.

Bourne likened the ironist to a judge in a courtroom giving

people a public hearing. A judge who considered all the

facts but remained impartial and objective. But the ironist

was not completely impartial, being as much a part of the

world of experience as anyone else.
4 2

Bourne's generation represented the first widespread

reaction in the United States against the older transmitters

of cultural continuity, particularly the family, church, and
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school. These institutions decayed and failed to transmit a

coherent culture and world view to the next generation.

Youth rebellion and youth culture have since become a major

factor in the socialization of young people in the twentieth

century. Generational conflict remains a significant problem

in a nation undergoing vast sociological changes.
4 3

Because of Bourne's fidelity to experience, his Youth

and Life essays addressed every younger generation as well as

his own: the confrontation of each new generation with life.

Bourne used these essays as a form of self-therapy, along

with his letters, in investigating his identity crisis, which

was one of more than usual significance because of the major

historical changes of the time. Bourne anticipated the work

of Ortega y Gasset, Erik Erikson, and Paul Goodman by

recognizing the concept of the generation and its historical,

social, and psychological components.44

As Bourne described it, youth was a condition of a

profound psychological crisis and coming-of-age in a world of

confusing ideas and conflicting traditions. Bourne

understood that human life had stages, and that in the cycle

of generations youth, having the regenerative function, was

especially important. This is why Bourne admonished young

people to reject security and to continue to seek and search,

following the open road of experience, always open to the

new, eager to experiment. Bourne's criticism of the older
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generation was similar to that of Thoreau and Emerson who

attacked age as not an adequate teacher for youth, because it

had lost the spontaneity of being.45

After publication of Youth and Life in March 1913,

Bourne expressed concern over a future career upon graduation

that semester. Bourne's writing for Atlantic Monthly did not

offer enough support and despite his growing literary

reputation, no teaching offer emanated from Columbia. Bourne

worried that he had alienated the Columbia University

administration, because of his radical reputation and for his

protest in the college daily against the poor treatment of

scrub women and the use of child labor on the campus.

Nevertheless, his superiors liked Bourne well enough to award

him the Richard W. Gilder Fellowship, giving him the

opportunity to study political and social conditions abroad.

Randolph Bourne sailed in July 1913 to Europe, embarking on a

test of the experimental life.46
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CHAPTER III

EDUCATION AND LIVING

Between July 1913 and August 1914, Randolph Bourne

travelled through much of Europe. He spent approximately

three months in England and the longest time, six months, in

France, attending classes at the University of Paris. Bourne

met many intellectuals, artists, and radical students while

overseas. This European experience gave Bourne a means of

understanding the United States.

Bourne enjoyed France most, England the least. Bourne

observed modern life taking place in France in the midst of

the country's old cities and ancient architecture. While

preserving their cultural traditions, the French exhibited an

open-minded and experimental attitude toward life that Bourne

admired. France had a national culture with roots in

antiquity, but which included an art and literature that

readily incorporated themes of social realism and modernism.

Bourne held that French culture was democratic in that it did

not reflect a division between "high" and "low" culture so

characteristic of England and America. He approved of the

plethora of free universities, libraries, museums, state-

owned theaters and opera houses, which served all social

classes.1

45
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The time spent in England confirmed Bourne's disdain for

"Anglo-Saxon civilization," particularly its negative

influence on American society and culture. Bourne found in

that country the origins of the American genteel tradition.

The English cultural custodians supported archaic ideas and

political systems resistant to many of the new modernistic,

continental ideas. Bourne condemned the power with which

English literature, religion, and law maintained an

aristocratic and entrenched class-dominated society. Bourne

compared Oxford University unfavorably to the University of

Paris for its support of elitist attitudes and class

divisions. The net effect of this experience served to

strengthen Bourne's radicalism and his desire to change

existing social institutions more in accord with his vision

of a social democracy in the United States.2

Bourne's European letters reflected the same career

concerns of the previous year. He knew that his radicalism

denied him a teaching position at Columbia; however, he

really had no interest in pursuing an academic career.

Bourne during this time abroad sketched the role he was to

play in life: that of an freelance journalist and social

critic. Bourne had pointed in the direction of this type of

career in March of 1913: "1 can almost see now that my path

in life will be on the outside of things, poking holes in the

holy, criticizing the established, satirizing the self-

respecting and contented." He felt isolated and on the
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periphery of life, envying those friends more involved in the

world, doing social work and social reform. In Europe,

however, Bourne fully came to grips with being a writer and

critic. He admitted that he had little real understanding of

working people while his aesthetic tastes ran toward the

elite. He saw a dichotomy between his ambitions and goals in

life and his actual existence. Bourne knew by April 1914

that he wanted to challenge American values, beliefs, and

institutions that prevented what he perceived as social

progress. In looking toward the future, Bourne wrote that "I

wish there was to be some forum, when I get back to America,

from which I could preach some disagreeable truths to my

countrymen."3

Bourne was correct. His reputation as a radical meant

he was unlikely to join the faculty at Columbia University.

In fact, Columbia was contested terrain in the battle for

academic freedom during the Progressive Era. The university's

conservative board of trustees under the leadership of

President Nicholas Murray Butler made a systematic attempt to

turn out radical professors and prevent new ones from being

hired. Yet despite the conservatism of the administration,

many of Bourne's teachers recognized his talent and

encouraged his literary career. In May 1914, while Bourne

was in Italy, his editor at Atlantic Monthly, Ellery

Sedgwick, and former professor, Charles Beard, independently
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wrote to Herbert Croly about including Bourne on the

editorial staff of Croly's new journal, New Republic. Beard

persuaded Croly to guarantee Bourne at least a salary of

$1,000.00 per year. And Croly, after reading some of

Bourne's work, told Beard he thought the magazine extremely

fortunate to have Bourne. Even before returning home,

Randolph Bourne had found that forum to express his views.
4

Bourne sailed back to New York in August 1914 just as

World War I began. The war symbolized the ultimate ironic

situation to one who thought the world was heading in the

direction of social progress. It was the unthinkable.

Bourne saw the labor and socialist movements in Europe

crumble before the nationalist war fervor. The war also

foreshadowed future events for him. He expressed the shock

of the unbelievable: " . . . the wheels of the clock have so

completely stopped in Europe, and this civilization that I

have been admiring so much seems so palpably about to be torn

to shreds that I do not even want to think about Europe until

the war is over and life is running again." Bourne turned

his attention to America's potential and expressed hope that

the position with New Republic might turn out well.
5

Herbert Croly assigned Randolph Bourne the subjects of

progressive education and town planning in his job with New

Republic. Between the magazine's first issue in November

1914 and through December 1918, Bourne contributed well over

one hundred essays and reviews, and nearly half of these had
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to do with some aspect of education. Bourne brought together

many of his educational essays in the only two books besides

Youth and Life published during his lifetime. The first, The

Gary Schools (1916), resulted from a specific assignment to

cover the schools in Gary, Indiana, which were under the

direction of William Wirt. U. S. Steel Corporation

established the schools and placed Wirt in charge, who

developed them on the basis of John Dewey's educational

ideas. Bourne's articles placed him in the public spotlight

as an advocate of the "Gary Plan," which Bourne considered

the most promising application of Dewey's educational

philosophy.6

Bourne reprinted some of The Gary Schools's essays along

with other New Republic pieces in his second book, Education

and Living (1917), a collection offering a broader sweep

ranging up through issues concerning the college and

university. The latter book is the more important in

assessing Bourne's role as a spokesman for his generation.

The Gary articles are more dated and less theoretical than

those in Education and Living.7

Randolph Bourne's opinion of John Dewey's theories

increased. Although he still thought Dewey a poor teacher

and a disorganized writer, Bourne in March 1915 called Dewey

the most significant intellectual in the United States since

William James's death in 1910. Bourne declared admiration



50

for Dewey's fundamental thesis that the function of human

thought was instrumental. The mind was not a "looking-

glass," or "logic-machine" for building up truth, but a tool

by which human beings adapted to their environment.

According to Dewey, reason should not be seen as a guide to

eternal truth, but a practical instrument to solve problems.

Thought in essence served to guide human action in a

constantly changing world.8

Bourne emphasized that Dewey's instrumentalism worked to

question habits of thought that had guided the customs and

institutions of society for centuries. Bourne held that

"every line" of Dewey's philosophy challenged mechanical

habits of thought, education, and morality. He approved of

Dewey's experimentalism, which applied the scientific method

to all moral and social problems, going beyond the

traditional boundaries of philosophy to promote a more

democratic society. Bourne wrote that "in its larger social

implications, Professor Dewey's philosophy challenges the

whole machinery of our world of right and wrong, law and

order, property and religion, the old techniques by which

society is still being managed and regulated. "9

Bourne agreed with Dewey that individuals as well as

society should be able to respond to the changing conditions

of modern life. It was important, then, that children

receive an education based on the inductive, experimental

model. Students should be taught to 'learn how to learn,'
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instead of any formal system of knowledge. Bourne agreed

with Dewey's notion that public schools should help each

student understand and relate to the larger society. He

described Dewey's conception of the progressive school: "The

ideal school would be an embryonic community life, where the

child would sense the occupations and interests of the larger

society into which he is to enter and so have his curiosity

and practical skill awakened to meet and conquer them."
1 0

In his introduction to Education and Living, Bourne

endorsed Dewey's notion that the public school was one of the

most interesting and hopeful of American institutions. He

indicated his enthusiasm for Dewey's educational philosophy.

Bourne followed Dewey's ideas in viewing the school as the

potential foundation for a truly "self-conscious society,"

for he wanted to make the teaching of individual expression

and a critical, discriminating attitude the basis of all

education. This approach would provide students with the

necessary education to survive a future of uncertainty.

Bourne chose the title to reflect the argument that education

should be seen not as a preparation for life, nor as a

process segregated from other activities, but it should be

seen as identical with living itself.
1 '

Bourne's ideal educational system would continue with

the adult all through life, sharpening skills, interpreting

experience, and providing the intellectual tools necessary to
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enjoy life. Just as education and play should not be

separated for the child, so education and work should not be

separated for the adult. Bourne criticized the closing off

of the public school and its curricula from the larger

community life. Bourne's plan of action was " . . . to make

over the school into a real child-community, filled with

activities which stimulate the child and focus his interest

towards some constructive work, and then we have to teach the

teacher how to expose the child to the various activities and

guide his interest so that it will be purposeful. "
12

In the title essay, "Education and Living," Bourne

fulminated against professional educators' logical

educational system. They should work for an experimental

approach, meeting the needs of individual children. Bourne

did not deny the need for administration and for centralized

and efficient organization, but he feared the tendency of

creating capable administrators faster than imaginative

teachers. Administration should ensure a more expert

teaching product, resulting in a more creative life for the

student. But it was far too easy to make the running of the

machine and the manipulating of schedules, promotions,

curricula, and courses the end of the process. Bourne

proposed that "the problem of American education is now to

transform an institution into a life.,"1
3

Bourne condemned the past for imposing "deadly"

uniformities of subject matter and method on the students.
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Children were not "empty vessels" to be filled by knowledge;

they were not automatic machines to be wound up and set in

motion by the teacher. Modern psychology taught Bourne

otherwise. Children were in fact " . . . pushing wills and

desires and curiosities. They are living, growing things,

and what they need most is a place to grow." Bourne called

for a school environment that spoke to the needs of the whole

child, the whole personality. Education should consist of

play, sport, constructive work, talk, and personal

expression, in addition to the traditional educational

pursuits. The idea was to promote individual expression

through a multitude of experiences.1 4

Bourne noted that American education developed in a

separate institutional compartment from the larger society.

Schools were too cold and logical, and most seemed remote

from everyday experience. The public schools then had little

in common with the rapidly changing social environment:

The bare class-rooms, the stiff seats, the austere
absence of beauty, suggest a hospital where painful if
necessary intellectual operations are going on.
Additions of gymnasium and shops and studios to such a
school will do little to set the current of life flowing
again. The whole school must be loosened up, the stiff
forms made flexible, children thought of as individuals
and not as 'classes.' Thus new activities must be woven
into a genuine child-community-life. There things must
be the contacts with experience that waken and focus
children's interests. They must be opportunities for

ate ii 15spontaneous living.



54

Bourne argued that teachers should fill the school with

all kinds of "typical experiences," making sure children

draw, sing, swim, and touch growing things. The teacher's

job would be to supervise and coordinate the drawing out of

the child's interests. Children in the progressive school

would educate themselves up to their own capacities,

educating themselves by living.1 6

"The Self-Conscious School" described teaching children

in the elementary grades self-development and interest in the

larger community, Bourne's ideal. Traditional education in

the United States divided the world into two radically

different classes--adults and schoolchildren. The adults

lived in a separate sphere and used a certain, self-contained

and common body of knowledge in their work. The public

schools functioned to provide students with "automatically

usable knowledge" that children would need in some remote

time. But the curriculum became a closed system, remote from

the everyday life of the child and fostered an

uncritical and unconscious intelligence.1 7

Bourne called for a transformation from the "unconscious

ideal" in education to the self-conscious one. The self-

conscious school, such as the Gary Plan, taught children what

had meaning on the intellectual level of the child.

Furthermore, it was important to make work and play

interesting and stimulating for the students. Beginning at
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the elementary school levels, Bourne emphasized the need to

teach dramatization, the learning of reading and writing and

arithmetic through play, group-games and folk-dancing,

gardening, and constructive woodworking. He noted that in

the most progressive schools, such as at Gary, Indiana, all

the varied activities of education contributed to the upkeep

and enhancement of the school facility and the school

community.1 8 Bourne explained that as children matured

. . . the expanding community becomes an extension of
the school, and they learn the operation of the adult
world by going out to see the institutions of their
community and asking questions about them. In the self-
conscious school the child's own curiosity sets the cue,
and the school's work is to provide manifold
opportunities for the satisfaction of that curiosity.1 9

Bourne's self-conscious education taught analytical

reasoning along with creativity and imagination. Bourne

wanted a new type of critical intelligence. Students would

acquire a sense of particular means used for particular ends

and gain comprehension of the processes and organization

necessary for life in a modern industrial society. Finally,

Bourne called for a reorganization of the school curriculum;

it was time for unapplied mathematics and unrelated classical

studies to pass away. Bourne thought it necessary for

lessons to have relevance to society, in order to keep the

students' attention. Bourne's assessments applied to

elementary education through high school. The high schools

were just as guilty as the lower grades in producing docile

and unquestioning students.20
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In the essay "What is Experimental Education?," Bourne

distinguished between "experimental education" on the one

hand and the "experimental school" on the other. The former

used standardized tests to measure educational accomplishment

in the fundamental subjects. The latter expressed the actual

progressive, modern school that Bourne supported, like the

Gary Plan.2 1

Standardized testing employed statistical methods to

measure the performance of children in the different grades

and at different ages as to specific skills in reading,

writing, and math. These quantitative methods set average

norms of individual and class performance. This approach

treated children as segregated mathematical minds, reading

minds, and spelling minds, as separate units of intellectual

behavior. Bourne argued that the tests were not true

"examinations," for they did not show any absolute attainment

of knowledge. Their value was only in the comparison they

afforded of individual skill. Bourne vehemently argued

against this trend: "Now nothing could apparently be more

deadly and mechanical than this treating of living children

as if they were narrowly isolated minds." Experimental

education did not view the child as a whole personality, a

living organic being.2 2

Yet experimental education offered Bourne a "scientific

basis" to examine his idea of the experimental school.
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Statistical studies offered irrefutable proof of the enormous

diversity of individual minds and aptitudes. It demonstrated

the foolishness of subjecting children to a uniform

educational process, the fallacy of the "average" as a

standard in education. These tests showed Bourne the

unscientific approach of the typical public school

administrator who organized children into classes by age and

average standing; neither category had the slightest

relevance for effective learning. Numerical age was no clue

to mental or even physiological age, and minds with the same

average often plotted out very differently for each of the

various skills and interests. Bourne had no quarrel with the

use of standardized testing; classification, however, was

only the first step--something had to be done with the

collected data. School administrators merely used the

standardized testing to place children in ordered classes.2 3

Experimental education supported authoritarian

discipline in the classroom, because this was the only way of

coordinating a diverse group of students. And the teacher

then spent too much energy merely in policing the class; when

actually teaching, the instructor directed the lesson to the

average mind, a "fairly bright mediocrity." Bourne asserted

that scarcely two children in the same class ever had the

identical capacity in the different subjects. Standardized

testing in fact revealed just how widely children differed.

The "class" gave the teacher no leverage for improving an
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individual child's skill. Experimental education proved to

Bourne the futility of grading children unless those "grades"

corresponded accurately and specifically to the capacities of

each individual child. Work should be done in each subject

with and only with those who had approximately the same

capacity.2 4

Bourne thought the "average" a useless educational

category, for it was totally unknown in the world of

experience. A person succeeded in life not through any

average skill or average information but through the ability

to use all one's skill and intelligence as the situation

demanded. Bourne wrote that "a measurement of intelligence

by averages will always produce just that ineffectiveness and

vagueness for which the products of the public school are

censured at present." He condemned the perpetuation of the

fallacy of the "partially perfect" child, in which schools

passed students for achieving a score of only seventy

"25
percent.

Students should strive for excellence in all educational

pursuits:

It is time that the school faced the bitter truth that
life demands an approximate perfection in whatever one
tries to do. Education must shape all its technique
towards the approximate perfection. It is not necessary
that all should do the same thing. But it is necessary
that what one pretends to do one should succeed
gradually in doing. The individual who is allowed to
persist continually on a level of imperfect
accomplishment is not being educated. For him education
is a failure.2 6
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Bourne discussed the teaching of art in the public

schools and colleges in the United States. In the essay

"Cult of the Best," Bourne desired an indigenous national

culture instead of slavish devotion to European cultural

standards. Bourne castigated the importation of works of art

and aesthetic values from Europe. Bourne wondered in what

direction cultural studies should proceed and what should an

art education for the layman entail. The accepted American

notion of artistic appreciation essentially meant the

acquisition of and familiarization with 'good works of art.'

Bourne wanted cultivation of spontaneous taste and

creativity.2 7 Bourne explained the situation as follows:

The millionaire with his magnificent collections has
only been doing objectively what the anxious college
student is doing who takes courses in the history and
appreciation of art, music or literature, or the women's
clubs that follow standard manuals of criticism and
patronize bureaus of university travel. Everywhere the
emphasis is on acquisition. A great machinery for the
extension of culture has grown up around us in the last
generation, devoted to the collection, objectively or
imagined, of masterpieces.2 8

Art education in this genteel tradition amounted to a

branch of moral education, influenced by the English critic,

Matthew Arnold. Arnold's "cultural ideal" considered good

art to be 'the best that has been thought and done in the

world.' Each art form taught in the public schools had its

"quasi-ecclesiastical sanctions," its own canon and official

standards based on a formal system of knowledge.2 9 Without

natural and spontaneous taste, Bourne considered an art
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education worthless. Art education failed in discriminating

between the significant and the irrelevant. According to

Bourne, this practice suppressed a true cultural tradition in

the United States:

To the tyranny of the 'best' which Arnold's persuasive
power imposes upon this most inquisitive, eager and rich
American generation, can be laid, I think, our failure
to develop the distinctive styles and indigenous art
spirit which the soil should have brought forth
abundantly. For as long as you humbly follow the best,
you have no eyes for the vital.30

For Bourne, then, American art education moved in the

wrong direction. The maintenance of Anglo-Saxon art values

did not allow the possibility of the "masses" creating a

folk-culture. The Arnoldian ideal must be overthrown. Until

that happened, Bourne had no hope for a sincere public taste,

essential for a healthy society. The effect was disastrous,

as Bourne wrote that "to have learned to appreciate a

Mantegna and a Japanese print, and Dante and Debussy, and not

to have learned nausea at Main Street, means an art education

which is not merely worthless but destructive. "3 1

Bourne offered his solutions in a related article,

"Education in Taste." He called for a critical and

discriminating spirit to be taught to the youngest children

and carried all through schooling, so that most would develop

a "robust" sense of values that were original and

spontaneous. The process of refining taste should be woven

into the earliest grades. Bourne maintained that the
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education of taste should be one of the most important

functions of the schools. School should emphasize material

within the student's interest. Traditional education made

success contingent upon what the teacher thought was right;

education became for the student a technique of accurate

guessing instead of original interpretation.3 2

Children should use colors and form without the value

judgements of "good or bad." William Wirt's Gary Plan was

the best example of this ideal. Children participated in the

decoration of their rooms and the dramatization of school

life in auditorium exercises. Art education at Gary entailed

shopwork, gardening, and arts and crafts. Dramatic,

artistic, and literary expressions exercised the education of

taste; creative expression and criticism went hand in hand.

Students related to their immediate artistic circumstances; a

lesson they could later translate to the larger society. The

teacher as guide provided the paraphenalia of art; students

did their own work. Students learned by doing and educated

themselves. Thus in the progressive school, "taste must flow

naturally and spontaneously out of the experience of everyday

life."33

Bourne' s interest in American education went beyond

concern for elementary and secondary schooling. His

educational essays reflected his wider interests in social

and cultural criticism. Bourne also examined the need for

national service in the United States based on progressive
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educational ideals instead of military conscription. And he

analyzed the need for reform in colleges and universities.

Support in America for "preparedness," or a program of

military conscription and preparation for possible American

participation in the Great War, provided the setting for

Bourne' s article "Universal Service and Education." Bourne

offered a creative alternative to the militaristic trend in

American society. He implored upon his fellow citizens not

to be "nebulously patriotic" but clear and lucid as to

American aims and goals, so that the nation's energy not be

squandered and misused. Bourne perceived a genuine desire

for unity and service in the nation's best interests. He

wanted action but not military action, for "even the wildest

patriots know that America would have to go through the most

pernicious and revolutionary changes to accept the universal

military service which they advocate." William James's essay

"A Moral Equivalent for War," which called for an army of

youth to war against nature instead of other human beings,

gave Bourne inspiration for his alternative. James's army of

youth found in the toil and drudgery of national service the

character and values that war supposedly once taught.3 4

Bourne stated that when James proposed his idea in 1907,

it had sounded utopian because the country had neither the

desire nor the technique to develop the program. James' s

proposal required an entirely new and large-scale national
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organization in order to be put into action. Universal

military service certainly meant such a system--but national

service based on education already had an existing framework.

The rapidly consolidating public school systems offered the

machinery for such an organization. Bourne felt that the

state should mandate compulsory school attendance until age

sixteen. People between age sixteen to twenty-one would be

asked to serve two years national service. Organized and

administered by the state educational administrations,

supervised by the federal government. The idea would go over

more readily in this country, Bourne believed, because

education was the only form of "conscription" to which

Americans had ever given consent. Since compulsory education

was universally accepted, it required the converting of no

one. This form of national service was also more preferable

to Bourne than military service because the latter excluded

the female half of the nation's youth and those physically

unable for military service. Furthermore, military service

was negative in that it ignored all the individual

differences among people of talent and ability. Military

service did not adequately tap into the potential of those it

sought to enlist: "It makes out of an infinitely varied

group a mere machine of uniform, obeying units. The personal

qualities, the individual powers of the youth it trains, are

of no relevance whatever. Men are valuable exactly to the

degree that they crush out these differences. "3 5
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On the other hand, Bourne's alternative was much

different in scope:

National service for education would not be a sham. It
would actually enlist the cooperation of every youth and
girl. It would aim at stimulation, not obedience. It
would call out capacity, not submerge it. It would
organize varied tasks adapted to the capacities and
strengths of its citizenry. It would be universal, but
would be compulsory only in the sense that it called
every one to the service. The tasks would not be
enforced drudgery, but work that enlisted the will and
toned up the aspirations.3 6

Bourne's plan differed somewhat from that proposed by William

James. While James's army toiled and engaged in self-

sacrifice in order to build character and morality, Bourne's

youth would not be mere unskilled labor in mines, farms and

forests. This type of activity left out women and the

physically impaired. Bourne's concept of national service

aimed to improve the quality of life. It would provide

apprentices for communal services in the towns and cities.

Young people could work in food inspection, factory

inspection, provide organized relief, care for dependents,

and work as nurses in hospitals. On a broader scale they

could engage in tree-planting, road repair, conservation

projects, farm work, rebuild homes, and clean up the

countryside. This form of national service was flexible, as

people could learn the basics of a trade or profession in

actual service, while the college-bound could continue their

studies. Bourne argued that some school, college, or

community service already did practically every task that his
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youth service might perform. He proposed that national

service to society be coordinated and made universal instead

of being haphazard and isolated.3 7

The larger goal of Bourne's plan for a national service

based on education was to direct the nation's young people in

active pursuit of a more imaginative and humane society:

Our need is to learn how to live rather than die; to be
teachers and creators, not engines of destruction; to be
inventors and pioneers, not mere defenders. Our cities
and isolated farms alike are mute witnesses that
Americans have never learned how to live. Suppose we
had a national service which was making a determined
assault for the enhancement of living. Would its
standards and discipline be less rigorous? Rather would
the ingenuity and imagination have to be of the
finest.

The final two articles presented in this chapter deal

with Bourne's analysis of the problems in American university

education. In the essay "The Undergraduate," Bourne

specifically investigated the paucity of intellectual fiber

among many college students. He declared that most

undergraduates seemingly lacked awareness and concern for the

important social and intellectual issues of their time.

Undergraduate life often consisted of petty gossip, sports,

class politics, and fraternity life. Undergraduates did not

view the university as Bourne did, as a new intellectual

society where one could acquire definite scientific and

professional attitudes and learn new interpretations that

placed experience and information into new terms and new
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relationships. Studies such as philosophy, psychology,

economics, and general history puzzled them.3 9

It was not that they resisted facts and details--the

students absorbed these. The undergraduates seemed much less

interested in point of view or in interpretation of the

material learned. Bourne compared this situation with his

experience in Europe:

The college has to let too many undergraduates pass out
into professional and business life, not only without
the germ of a philosophy, but without any desire for an
interpretive clue through the maze. In this respect the
American undergraduate presents a distinct contrast to
the European. For the latter does seem to get a certain
intellectual setting for his ideas which makes him
intelligible, and gives journalism and the ordinary
expression of life a certain tang which we lack here.
Few of our undergraduates get from the college any such
intellectual impress.4 0

Bourne attributed this problem to the previous years spent

with their families: "The cultural background of the well-to-

do American home with its 'nice' people, its sentimental

fiction and popular music, its amiable religiosity and vague

moral optimism, is far more alien to the stern secular

realism of modern university teaching than most people are

willing to admit." Bourne argued that the college should

recognize that its attitudes were a challenge to the values

and beliefs of the Victorian world view. Since the college

had not done so, did not attack the "American mushiness of

thought" through the undergraduate, it acquiesced
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responsibility and let the students run away with the

college.4 1

Bourne contended that the students came to college with

an "unconscious philosophy," little effected by the

curriculum. This "homely latent philosophy," essentially a

sporting one, reflected the Anglo-Saxon conviction that life

was a game whose significance lay in terms of winning or

losing. The undergraduates' passion for intercollegiate

athletics symbolized their approach to all activities, such

as class politics and fraternity life. Bourne remarked that

"in continental universities this energy would go rather into

a turbulence for causes and ideas, a militant radicalism or

even a more militant conservatism. . . ." This sporting

attitude differed from the intellectual world of the modern

college, with its searching spirit and open-mindedness. In

the analytical world of the academy, things were not won or

lost. The sporting philosophy fostered contempt for

intellectualism and reflection. Undergraduates, however,

wanted issues resolved cleanly with no irritating gray areas.

The game, whatever that may be, was won or lost, and analysis

and speculation deemed superfluous.4 2

Bourne felt that the university allowed the sporting

philosophy to shape institutional structure: many university

activities proceeded under faculty supervision and patronage,

while the alumni supported semi-professional athletic teams.

Both faculty and alumni supported fraternity life and other
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activities that tended to emphasize social distinction. And

finally, college administrators turned the curriculum into a

race with a prize as the goal, where "an intricate system of

points and courses and examinations sets the student working

for marks and the completion of schedules rather than for a

new orientation in important fields of human interest."

Bourne believed that students could be little blamed for not

assimilating the intellectual world view of their teachers;

the college administrators had so strongly acquired the

sporting technique. Despite the desire of many instructors

to reach students, the gulf between their attitudes was not

to be easily overcome. Bourne argued, however, that it was

essential that this gulf be bridged--for students needed the

intellectual tools of experimentalism for life in modern

American society.4 3 Bourne concluded by writing the

following:

The college will not really get the undergraduate until
it becomes more conscious of the contrast of its own
philosophy with his sporting philosophy, and tackles his
boyish Americanisms less mercifully, or until it makes
college life less like that of an undergraduate country
club, and more of an intellectual workshop where men and
women in the fire of their Youth, with conflicts and
idealisms, questions and ambitions and desire for
expression, come to serve an apprenticeship under the
masters of the time.44

In a related piece titled "Medievalism in the Colleges,"

Randolph Bourne challenged the methods and techniques

employed in university education. Bourne acknowledged that

the technical and scientific departments in the universities
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had kept up with the instrumentalist goal of 'learning by

doing.' There laboratory and shopwork, practical cooperation

with industry, and contact with technical experts made the

newer departments into the "Deweyan ideal"--where theory and

practice merged and students became competent technicians in

their respective disciplines. At most colleges, however, the

liberal arts studies of literature, philosophy, and history

were much less in touch with the world of experience. The

effect on the students produced boredom and a readiness to

leave school quickly, either into the business world or into

a professional school, where thinking meant action.4 5

Bourne wanted theory and practice merged together in the

liberal studies as in the scientific departments. He made

clear that insights derived from cultural studies should be

turned into public policy by application to social problems.

While many of the professional schools revised their methods

in accordance with the demands of business, college

administrations resisted the practical application of the

knowledge derived from disciplines like philosophy, history,

and sociology. Bourne agreed with John Dewey, that these

insights should be put to the cause of social progress, just

as the discoveries in science and technology remade the

physical world.4 6  Bourne described his goal for

undergraduate education:
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To make intellectual expression and not receptivity the
keynote of the college does not mean to turn it into
an intellectual engineering school or to make it
severely utilitarian. It should remain unspecialized,
the field for working out a background for the
contemporary social world. The paradox is that only by
this practical exercise can any real cultural or
scholarly power be attained.4 7

In this essay, Bourne also criticized the lecture system

in the colleges. He believed that this teaching method

reinforced an intellectual attitude of passivity. Bourne

noted that academic progress was measured by the number of

hours spent in lecture classes. He expounded that "for the

college course to be organized on a basis of lectures

suggests that nothing has happened since Abelard spoke in

Paris to twelfth-century bookless men. It is as if the magic

word had still to be communicated by word of mouth, like the

poems of Homer of old." Bourne thought that books presented

material with much greater exactness. Bourne valued lectures

that enhanced a broad interpretative survey through the great

books. It was an approach at only a few universities. Most

colleges exposed students to the correct number of lecture

hours and then tested their powers of receptivity. As a

result, undergraduates did not think in any experimental

sense, fostering instead docility and lack of creativity

according to Bourne.4 8

Randolph Bourne' s New Republic assignments allowed him

to study the social processes that might best bring about his

ideal "Youth." He contributed to the popularization of
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progressive education and to the romantic faith that young

people could transform the world. Bourne recognized early

that a modern industrial democracy, with its task of mass

education, constantly endangered individualism in order to

provide for the polis's social and technological needs.

Bourne's goal desired individualism. He criticized

educational theory and practice that threatened the

development of the personality.4 9

This growth of the human personality was always Bourne's

main concern. Like many progressives of his generation,

Bourne envisioned a "joyous community," for him consisting of

free growing, spontaneously expanding individual spirits.

His ideal school would accommodate the sociological reality

in America of diverse capacities among children. Because of

this diversity, Bourne challenged educators who insisted on

uniform standards and discipline; he quarreled with the older

generation's "class education," which preserved a tradition

of leisure and cultured wealth. The theme of class education

provided the background in nearly every essay.5 0

Before the end of his first year on the staff of New

Republic, Randolph Bourne grew restive and drifted away

ideologically from his employers. The magazine devoted more

and more space to politics instead of cultural issues as it

focused on World War I, even though it was originally

conceived to balance the two. An issue in July 1915

specifically irritated Bourne, for it devoted a series of
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articles to the end of the first year of the war, thus

cutting out two of Bourne's pieces. As he wrote to a friend

upon receiving the issue: "Its coming . . . always gives my

proud spirit the awareness that I am having nothing to say

about its policy, and that I am a very insignificant retainer

on its staff." Bourne felt restricted by the New Republic's

editorial policies, for he wanted to direct more attention to

the development of a indigenous, national culture in the

United States. 5 1
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CHAPTER IV

TRANS-NATIONAL AMERICA

For Randolph Bourne and the other participants in the

New York cultural renaissance of the 1910s, pragmatism was

faith in the creative potential of the human mind. Expressed

by William James as open-minded and affirmative, pragmatism

supported experimentation in the arts while questioning

genteel standards. Against the continuing erosion of

traditional cultures and belief systems, the philosophy

posited a "will to believe," which made emotions and

aesthetic values an important aspect of human experience.

Pragmatism affirmed the important role of art and artistic

creation in the construction of a humane and democratic

society.1

A "new spirit" animated belief in the New York cultural

renaissance during the 1910s. The participants believed that

art and literature would regenerate and reform American

society. Sickened by American business civilization and

desiring the new in art and literature, a group of writers

and critics created the Seven Arts magazine. In many

respects, the event was the culmination of the decade's

artistic ferment.2
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Seven Arts numbered among its editors and contributors

James Oppenheim, Waldo Frank, Van Wyck Brooks, Louis

Untermeyer, Paul Rosenfeld, and Randolph Bourne. In the

magazine's short life-span, it introduced the prose

literature of Sherwood Anderson and John Dos Passos, and it

published criticisms by Romain Rolland and D. H. Lawrence and

the poetry of Robert Frost, Carl Sandburg, and Amy Lowell.

By searching for a "usable past," a phrase coined by Van Wyck

Brooks in 1918, the magazine wanted an indigenous cultural

tradition in America. Although they found most of American

literature unsuitable, being sentimental and genteel, the

critics discovered a usable past in the first American

literary renaissance of the 1830s and 1840s. This group

included Poe, Emerson, Hawthorne, Thoreau, and especially

Whitman.3

Randolph Bourne desired solidarity among American

writers and intellectuals to negate their isolation in a

fragmented, materialistic society. His attitude led him to

Seven Arts as a forum that would provide connecting links

among artists. In a certain sense Bourne followed on Henry

Adams's idea some fifty years earlier for a "school" of young

intellectuals to provide cultural leadership in the United

States. Bourne expressed what many artists and writers of

the time felt: alienation in modern America. He agreed with

Van Wyck Brooks's argument in the seminal book, America's

Coming-of-Age (1915) .4
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Brooks documented the divergence in America between

official and popular culture dating back to the eighteenth

century. Brooks used the label "Highbrow" for a personality

such as Johnathan Edwards and "Lowbrow" for Benjamin

Franklin. Qualities of solitary speculation marked the first

type, while gregarious self-advancement marked the second.

The division between the spiritual and material life of the

nation continued to the twentieth century. This process

strengthened capitalism and weakened democracy, for rampant

materialism went unchecked in American life.5

Bourne's cultural essays indicated his desire to combine

official and popular culture; therefore art and criticism

would defend the spiritual, emotional, and aesthetic values

of human culture. Bourne indicted the restrictions of the

genteel tradition in America and a concomitant reliance on

Anglo-Saxon critical standards. Bourne wanted an indigenous

culture in the United States, but his vision involved a

"trans-national ideal," which would include the values and

ideas of diverse immigrant cultures. He hoped that the

myths, folklore, and traditions of these cultures, along with

the best of our inheritance from England, might take root and

grow into a new cultural tradition like the one he admired in

France. A healthy, vibrant culture provided the values and

beliefs necessary for individual growth and creativity.

Bourne hoped that debate over the values and ideas among the
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different cultures would lay the foundation for democratic

participation in the nation's future.

Bourne published the article "Our Cultural Humility" in

October 1914 in the Atlantic Monthly, an extended version of

the essay "Cult of the Best," previously analyzed in Chapter

III. In this version, Bourne discussed Matthew Arnold's

cultural ideal. It was now the official standard of American

culture: "To know the best that had been thought and said, to

appreciate the masterworks which the previous civilizations

had produced, to put our minds and appreciations in contact

with the great of all ages,--here was a clear ideal which

dissolved the mists in which the vagueness of culture had

been lost." It was a democratic ideal, open to every person

with sufficient energy and perseverance to pursue it. And it

was a quantitative ideal, as culture was a matter of

acquisition of good works of art.6

Bourne noted that Arnold's cultural ideal took hold in

the United States at a most decisive time, when many

Americans became economically able to visit Europe. In the

process of widespread travel overseas, however, Americans

measured their country not in terms of the greatness of

America but in comparison to Europe. By the 1890s, college

professors and artists felt obligated to receive the seal of

European training, and American universities appropriated the

German system of education. During these same years,

American millionaires collected European art and donated them
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to American museums. This activity reflected the notion that

culture could be imbibed from contact with great works of

art. Bourne called this reverence for all things European in

the arts "our cultural humility," which amused Europeans.7

Europeans gave more attention to contemporary

literature, art, and music than in the older works of their

country. Bourne observed that a French writer would be

producing a book on the psychology of some living writer,

while the Anglo-Saxon would be writing another on

Shakespeare. The French author' s attitude toward things of

culture was one of daily appreciation and intimacy, not an

attitude of reverence. Bourne found Europeans to be

enthusiastic, polemical, and radiant concerning their

culture, but they were never humble; and, above all, they

were never humble before the culture of another country. He

wrote that the European " . . . can hardly understand our

almost pathetic eagerness to learn of the culture of other

nations, our humility of worship in the presence of art that

in no sense represents the expression of any of our ideals

and motivating forces. "8

Bourne argued that an ideal of culture by acquisition

made Americans "parasites." The method was exactly wrong.

Bourne held that culture by definition should not be an

acquired familiarity with things outside oneself but an inner

taste, a power of discrimination and the insistent judging of
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experience. True appreciation of beauty and aesthetic value

should be acquired from the judgment of familiar and

contemporaneous art and literature of everyday life. Yet

Bourne noted that the "virus of the 'best'" raged throughout

America. For example, professors of English made no attempt

to judge work produced since the death of their last

"consecrated saint" of the literary canon--Robert Louis

Stevenson. In accordance with Arnold's doctrine, they waited

for an authoritative objective judgement, the test of time.9

This American cultural humility prevented the

realization of a true, indigenous cultural tradition. Bourne

allowed that art should in some measure have an ongoing

dialogue with the civilizations of other countries past and

present. It was time, however, for the United States to

establish its own individual artistic standards. Bourne saw

the solution to be in the cultivation of a new American

cultural nationalism. He called for the same kind of

introspection into the beauties and vitalities of American

life and ideas that characterized the French.1 0

Bourne wrote that one had to search far in contemporary

Europe, or even back fifty years, to find greater poets than

Whitman, philosophers than William James, essayists than

Emerson and Thoreau, and composers than Edward MacDowell. In

any other country they would command national interest, and

would be symbols of a national spirit, none could have been

born in another country. Bourne maintained that their work
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expressed the indigenous American qualities of a vibrant

democracy, a daring pioneer spirit, a sense of camaraderie,

and the expansiveness of the nation. In their work, Bourne

recognized a national spirit, as clear and gripping as

anything the culture of Europe had to offer. He asserted

that the attainment of culture for Americans would be

achieved when Americans came to an intense self-

consciousness. He urged Americans to look inward and

cultivate art with pride. It would ensure the conservation

of the American spirit and its passage on to the next

generation. 11 Bourne wrote:

We shall never be able to perpetuate our ideals except
in the form of art and literature; the world will never
understand our spirit except in terms of art. When
shall we learn that 'culture,' like the kingdom of
heaven, lies within us, in the heart of our national
soul, and not in foreign galleries and books? When
shall we learn to be proud? For only pride is
creative. 1

In the essay "Paul Elmer More" published in New

Republic in April 1916, Bourne criticized the ideas of one of

the chief representatives, along with Irving Babbitt, of the

literary movement known as "New Humanism." In reviewing Paul

Elmer More's Aristocracy and Justice, Bourne declared at the

outset that the author was more than just an essayist and

critic. In ironic fashion, Bourne called More an

institution, the best spokesman for the American

"intellectual plutocracy. "13
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Bourne summarized More's thesis in order to refute it.

More thought human nature primitive and that people would

lapse into savagery without social control. Society needed

artificial institutions to curb this beastly nature, and

property was to be the bulwark. Therefore, civilization

required a natural aristocracy that protected the rights of

property. In a democratic system, inherited wealth replaced

aristocracy. Bourne charged that in More's system the dollar

was always worth more than the individual, and the right to

property more sacred than the right to life. Church and

university, as the strongest reactionaries, defended

entrenched rights of property against innovation. Property

allowed the wealthy classes stability and capacity to govern

the masses. In this position, they remained the creators and

transmitters of the world's intellectual and spiritual

heritages. More believed that neglect of these aristocratic

principles contributed to social disorder. More rejected the

new conception of morality, which renounced personal

responsibility in favor of social responsibility; he thought

that humanitarianism enfeebled society, and that the release

of the inhibition of reason and conscience had plunged the

world into war. The masses threatened the sacred rights of

property and imperiled social order. More charged the

intellectual class of being guilty of moral treason in
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promoting new ideas--it was imperative to return to the

eternal principles of reason and justice.1 4

Bourne rejected More's thesis, an expression of "self-

satirization." According to Bourne, it amounted to a

reactionary defense of class exploitation. More made an

incorrect assumption that modern America, before being undone

by new ideas, was a Platonic republic. Also, More

incorrectly analyzed the choice for America's future as being

between a contented plutocracy or anarchy. More

misunderstood modern radicalism, for his major premises were

exactly those of modern social science and the pragmatic

philosophy which he deplored. Any book of statistics or

sociological surveys indicated inequality in nature. It was

not in More's premises but in his conclusions that he

misunderstood the creative thought of his time. More assumed

that a "natural aristocracy" of inherited wealth produced

social stability, reason, and justice. More canonized the

rule of an industrial plutocracy, which Bourne argued was in

fact the cause of social disorder and injustice.1 5

More displayed a dearth of imagination in misreading

modern America history and seeing in the progressive reform

movement the mob's desire to level life to mediocrity.

Bourne noted the failure of More to correctly analyze his

experience:

This continuing to live in the America of 1915 among the
political and moral problems of an Attic Deme would be
comic if it were not pathetic. Mr. More is ignorant of
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the fact that we live in a new age of surplus value,
economic and spiritual. The kernel of our problems is
the use of that surplus energy. It is this changed
orientation that has destroyed the old aRtithesis.
Equilibrium can no longer be the ideal.1 6

Bourne countered that there were not economic or social

forces that could be balanced against each other--society and

the individual could not be reduced to a harmonious and

static design. Modern psychology proved to Bourne that life

was not made of emotions, sensations, impressions which could

be arranged to produce certain effects of character. Bourne

instead saw human life as a "stream of desire" that rose in

the adult as a "will-to-power." The problem for the soul and

society became the direction of this desire and energy into

creative channels, not its suppression or control by reason.

In this modern world, personality became more desirable than

character, creative expressiveness than self-control, human

cooperation than justice, and social freedom than individual

rights. Bourne complained that More's ethics were those of a

parsimonious world. They had no place in a world of surplus

energy. Only by repressing this energy could modern America

be put back on the model of ancient Greece and that meant

serfdom for the individual and group.17

Bourne charged that social reconstruction should mean

work towards a creative, imaginative, and interstimulating

community life, in which personality could better flourish,

as they could not under present institutions. Bourne wrote

that social readjustment was the work of the modern radical
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movement. Programs such as industrial education, town-

planning, labor legislation, social insurance, and many

others were not ends in themselves, but experimental means

and techniques toward a "great social end." Bourne

considered this an audacious and Promethean task, far removed

from drift or vagueness. The goal was to adjust institutions

to suit the wills and purposes of the people affected by

them.18

Bourne emphasized that More developed his philosophy

before the turn-of-the-century and had not reconsidered it

since. More's misinterpretation of the modern spirit

betrayed an ignorance and callousness, for he did not see

that the modern spirit sought to replace drift with mastery

in social relations. Bourne indicted the classical tradition

that More so revered:

It is not only an insensitiveness that he betrays, but
since the modern political and social vision is so
largely an aesthetic one, a genuine anesthesia. His
narrow preoccupation with the Greek classics has
prevented him from seeing the color and forms of that
sociological world which men are now eagerly studying
and in which they seem to find all the imaginative lift
and intellectual discipline which their fathers got from
the classics. If he looked about the world, he would
find his orthodox classical scholars the stalest and
most stagnant of men, their fire passed to pragmatic
philosophers or the realistic publicists.1 9

Bourne saw the world as too wide and vast for More's tight

intellectual categories; there were too many economic forces

that controlled the destinies of society. The solution to
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the problems of humanity certainly did not call for putting a

stop to dangerous modern ideas.2 0

The essay "Trans-National America" appeared in July 1916

in Atlantic Monthly. In this article, Randolph Bourne

offered a cosmopolitan vision for the United States, in which

diverse cultural traditions engaged in dialogue with each

other as to the meaning, purpose, and direction of the

country. World War I brought out the inconsistencies in many

traditional American beliefs, most notably the failure of the

"melting-pot ideal," or the notion that immigrants were being

assimilated into American society. The discovery of vigorous

nationalistic and cultural movements among Germans,

Scandinavians, and the Polish, as well as many others,

shocked those who thought that the immigrants should be

forced into the Anglo-Saxon tradition which they called

unquestioningly "American." Bourne argued that the idea of

these "alien" cultures shaping their own destinies did not

mean the failure of "Americanization" or the failure of

democracy. Instead, it suggested to Boune the opportunity

to investigate what Americanization meant.2 1 Bourne wondered

if this idea was too narrow and whether there was a need for

a higher ideal than the melting-pot:

All our elaborate machinery of settlement and school and
union, of social and political naturalization . .
will move with friction just in so far as it neglects to
take into account this strong and virile insistence that
America shall be what the immigrant will have a hand in
making it, and not what a ruling class, descendants of
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those British stocks which were the first permanent
immigrants, decide that America shall be made.
This is the condition which confronts us, and which
demands a clear and general readjustment of our attitude
and our ideal.2 2

Bourne criticized the idea that the Anglo-Saxon cultural

tradition should be the only acceptable one for the United

States. The English settlers brought to America their

folkways, social and political institutions, and like a

colonial people, remained slavishly imitative of the mother-

country. Therefore, despite the War of Independence, Bourne

noted that " . . . our whole legal and political system

remained more English than the English, petrified and

unchanging, while in England law developed to meet the needs

of the changing times." And he blamed an "English-American

conservatism" as being the chief obstacle to social advance.

When public opinion criticized immigrant populations for

remaining loyal to their former country's traditions, Bourne

emphasized that in fact no group but the "ruling class of

Anglo-Saxon descendants" showed a more tenacious cultural

allegiance to the mother country.2 3  And this allegiance had

a detrimental effect on the creation of a native cultural

tradition:

English snobberies, English religion, English literary
styles, English literary reverences and canons, English
ethics, English superiorities, have been the cultural
food that we have drunk in. . . . The distinctively
American spirit--pioneer, as distinguished from the
reminiscently English--that appears in Whitman and
Emerson and James, has had to exist on sufferance
alongside of this other cult, unconsciously belittled by
our cultural makers of opinion. No country has perhaps
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had so great indigenous genius which had so little
influence on the country's traditions and expressions.2 4

The Anglo-Saxon then was merely the first immigrant to

America and never really ceased to be the descendant of

immigrants and never succeeded in transforming that colony

into a real nation, with a rich native culture. Bourne

maintained that the Anglo-Saxon "ruling class" in America

imposed its own culture on minority peoples. Recent

immigrants did not have freedom in the sense of democratic

cooperation in determining the ideals, purposes, as well as

the industrial and social institutions in the country.2 5

Bourne pointed to the examples of states such as

Wisconsin and Minnesota, where Scandinavian, German, and

Polish immigrants settled and allowed their native roots to

grow in American soil while also being outwardly American.

On the other hand, Bourne used the example of the South as

the region in the country which remained the most Anglo-

Saxon. It was in many respects still an English colony,

stagnant and complacent, having progressed scarcely beyond

the early Victorian era. The South was culturally sterile

because it did not have the cross-fertilization of ideas that

the North had.26

Bourne declared that distinctive cultural qualities

should not be dissolved into a "colorless fluid of

uniformity." He wrote that " . . . we have far too much of

this insipidity,--masses of people who are cultural half-
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breeds, neither assimilated Anglo-Saxons nor nationals of

another culture." Bourne approved of the existence of foreign

language newspapers, schools, and intellectual and political

leaders who provided a central cultural nucleus for immigrant

populations. But out from this cultural nucleus there

existed masses of second generation immigrants who had lost

their native cultures. Bourne noted that the unthinking

would call them assimilated, Americanized. But in fact they

had only substituted the most rudimentary American culture

of cheap newspapers, motion pictures, popular music, and the

"ubiquitous automobile."2 7 Bourne here referred to the

specter of mass culture:

Just so surely as we tend to disintegrate these nuclei
of nationalistic cultures do we tend to create hordes of
men and women without a spiritual country, cultural
outlaws, without taste, without standards but those of
the mob. We sentence them to live on the most
rudimentary planes of American life. The influences at
the centre [sic] of the nuclei are centripetal. They
make for the intelligence and the social values which
mean an enhancement of life. And just because the
foreign-born retains this expressiveness is he likely to
be a better citizen of the American community. The
influences at the fringe are centrifugal, anarchical.
They make for detached fragments of peoples. Those who
came to find liberty achieve only license. They become
the flotsam and jetsam of American life, the downward
undertow of our civilization with its leering cheapness
and falseness of taste and spiritual outlook, the
absence of mind and sincere feeling which we see in our
slovenly towns, our vapid moving pictures, our popular
novels, and in the vacuous faces of the crowds on the
city street. . . . This is the cultural wreckage of our
time. . . . In our loose, free country, no constraining
folk-tradition and folk-style hold the people to a
line.2 8
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Bourne's vision of trans-nationalism was a new and more

adventurous ideal for America. It proposed to transcend a

narrow concept of nationalism based on the Anglo-Saxon

tradition and allow European national cultures a unique

opportunity to live and grow in the United States, freed from

the racial and nationalistic frictions that fueled world war.

America offered a unique "sociological fabric" with different

cultural traditions to enliven debate as to the values and

ideals by which to express native indigenous themes. In

essence, immigrants brought European modernity to American

soil without the spirit that inflamed and brought about war.

The failure of the melting-pot idea did not mean the end of

America as a democratic experiment, but really only that the

experiment had just begun. Bourne noted that by 1916 the

United States was already the most heterogeneous group of

people in the world, living peacefully under one government.

Notwithstanding the conflict in American history, Bourne saw

a new vision and new orientation for America.2 9

This cosmopolitan ideal, this international frame of

mind, could save the Western world from suicide. Bourne's

own experience at Columbia University allowed him contact

with students, many of whom were second generation

immigrants. In that environment, people freely discussed

values and beliefs. Bourne hoped that America could

contribute to the world an "intellectual internationalism"

that debated ideas and in which all cultures and all
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individuals had a voice in America's destiny. The United

States had a unique opportunity to mediate between the

warring nations in Europe. He then described his vision of a

trans-national America: "All our idealisms must be those of

future social goals in which all can participate, the good

life of personality lived in the environment of the Beloved

Community. . . . It must be a future America, in which all

can unite, which pulls us irresistibly toward it, as we

understand each other more warmly. "3 0

The Menorah Journal in December 1916 published a related

article by Bourne, "The Jew and Trans-National America,,"

which offered some practical examples of his trans-national

ideal. He looked to the Jewish experience in America and

throughout history as a pattern that other immigrants could

use to balance assimilation with one's cultural identity.

For Bourne Zionism was the most inspiring example of his

notion of trans-nationalism. He noted that the Jew was one

of the most "self-conscious" of peoples, in terms of

religion, culture, and race, and yet at the same time the Jew

proved perhaps the most assimilable of all races to other

cultures and political systems. No conflict existed between

Zionism and political allegiance to the nation of

residence.31

Bourne observed that American Jews expressed every day

"dual citizenship" as an ideal. Supreme Court Justice Louis
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D. Brandeis was Bourne's prime example of a man who was both

a Zionist and a progressive. Bourne also lauded the example

of a younger generation of Jewish intellectuals, such as

Felix Frankfurter, Horace M. Kallen, Morris Cohen, and Walter

Lippmann. Jewish idealism did not in the least impair their

insight into social and economic problems in the United

States. These men supported the establishment of a Jewish

nation in Palestine, and at the same time they remained key

contributors to the progressive movement in America. The

Jewish experience offered an example of combining the best of

an ancient tradition with new ideas. As Bourne explained:

"An ancient spirit of justice and sobriety, expressed with

all the technique of modern science and sense of social

welfare--what could more perfectly symbolize the nationalism

which will keep our old earth rich, sweet and varied?" For

Bourne, the Zionist outlook was intensely modern, as Jews

wanted to build a nation on a scientific foundation. The use

of scientific agriculture, the protection of health,

education, equitable taxation, economic justice between

individuals, all of these indicated a union between the

"noble old Law" and the most enlightened spirit of modern

social welfare.3 2

It was imperative, according to Bourne, for the

different cultures in America to avoid arrested development.

The Anglo-Saxon culture, by merely keeping the faith of its

former country, had stopped its historical development. They
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should follow the Jewish example of combining the best of the

old and the new in adapting to life. By not changing and

updating experience in America, cultures would not be keeping

the faith, for Bourne saw "faith" as a certain way of facing

the world, of accepting experience.3 3

As he noted in the essay "Our Cultural Humility,"

culture was spirit and not any particular form. A genuine

trans-nationalism should be modern, reflecting not only the

peculiar temperament of a given people, but reflecting them

in their contemporary setting. If these cultures did not

borrow and exchange new ideas and beliefs in a new setting,

then "America runs a very real danger of becoming not the

modern cosmopolitan grouping that we desire, but a queer

conglomeration of the prejudices of past generations,

miraculously preserved here, after they have mercifully

perished at home.".3 4

Randolph Bourne's "Trans-National America" essay, Van

Wyck Brooks's America's Coming-of-Age, and Walt Whitman's

Democratic Vistas stand as the foremost documents of a

radical school of American cultural criticism. Their writing

wedded a call to revive native traditions of cultural

democracy to the promise of a new community of rational

discourse and fellowship. Bourne and Brooks heightened the

tension between history and vision in their arguments,

maintaining a taut energy that they hoped would jolt American
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life out of its modern sleep. With new possibilities for

critical self-reflection they saw a rejuvenated culture and

society.3 5

Culture, therefore, would be identified with a

democratic community life. Most important, personality would

flourish when men and women began to live in conscious

fellowship with one another. Both men saw contemporary

American culture as rootless and decentered. Lacking any

consistent body of critical thought, America's energy

exploded into a destructive commercialism, ravaging the human

mind and the physical environment. Culture in America, as

understood in English criticism and in the sense of spiritual

wholeness that Bourne admired in France, became its opposite

in industrial America. Instead of safeguarding the values of

spirit from industrial society, culture now mirrored the

mindless frenzy of social life. Industrialism manufactured a

commercial substitute for America's missing cultural center

in the form of mass entertainment, which took hold so easily

in the country because there existed no oppositional pre-

industrial cultures. Industrialization widened the gap

between culture and practical life dating back to Puritan New

England, as Anglo-Saxon settlers remained imitative of

England in cultural tastes while devoting their energies to

an unquestioning assault on the continent. This split

between an increasingly archaic Anglophile culture and the

pioneer's assault on nature is the idea Brooks sought to
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capture in his idea of "Highbrow" versus "Lowbrow." Brooks

saw that there existed no "genial middle ground" of cultural

experience, no alternative to the extremes of a genteel

culture and utilitarian practical life that might serve a

democratic community life.36

In their own programs for cultural renewal, Bourne and

Brooks borrowed liberally from the pragmatic theory of

knowledge as experience. They did, however, divorce it from

John Dewey's use of scientific technique for social control.

A critical intellect would have to shape and inform social

practice, thereby ending the opposition of Highbrow and

Lowbrow. Human intellect could explore existing social

conditions. Bourne and Brooks stressed the critical

discourse in pragmatism while ignoring technical rationality.

Their sensitive criticism indicated that traditional cultures

had as much, if not more to offer, as examples of consensual

democracy as did the scientific community. As in Whitman's

holistic view of American life, ethnic communities

anticipated a new center to American culture, which might

balance traditional bonds of shared experience with modern

rational inquiry. Bourne's ideal of a "Beloved Community," a

phrase borrowed from the philosopher Josiah Royce, fully

captured Bourne's and Brooks's shared vision of an

integrative American society. Bourne and Brooks thought
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that a transformation in culture preceded any political

change.37

Bourne, critical of the exploitative nature of American

capitalism, cast his sympathies with the working class.

Although he was greatly aware of the social consequences and

resulting class divisions in American society, Bourne rarely

targeted economic power as such. Bourne called himself a

radical and a socialist, but he was in fact no advocate of

revolution except in the realm of personality and culture.

At bottom, Bourne rejected whatever manifested itself as a

lingering, uncritical acceptance of some value from the past

that operated in the present to restrain and limit critical

thought and the expansive growth of personality.3 8

Van Wyck Brooks and Randolph Bourne complemented each

other's work. Brooks's essays dominated the first half of

Seven Arts's existence and Bourne's essays the last half.

Both thought that art, the creative act which fused thought

and feeling, would lead the way toward the creation of an new

American culture. In their analysis, art should engage and

confront the actualities of American life instead of

remaining aloof. Art, representing "poetic vision," would

point beyond politics to a democratic culture. This culture

was to be life organized by art in the service of a

democratic community for the realization and satisfaction of

both personal and social ends. This conception of culture

would be the "high culture" of Matthew Arnold but include a
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personal encounter with everyday experience. Culture would

be personal, yet also democratic and social and lead to the

discovery of community.3 9

Bourne's hopes for American culture were all subsumed

under his desires for youth in general. After all the issues

about which Bourne wrote, he always came back to his "culture

of youth." Links between culture and youth were constant,

consistent, and pervasive in his writing. Bourne envisioned

culture as stretching out ahead into the future, a challenge

of the old with the new, the modern--adventurous,

experimental, spontaneous and daring, perpetually young, full

of promise. Bourne thought that genuine culture expressed

and contained the secret of perpetual youth and was in some

ways identical with a "young world. "4 0
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CHAPTER V

WAR AND THE INTELLECTUALS

Intellectually and emotionally, America's entry into

World War I in April 1917 wounded Randolph Bourne. As Van

Wyck Brooks remembered, the war meant the end of the American

promise to Bourne. It destroyed all that he valued.

Specifically, Bourne charged liberals such as his former

teacher John Dewey and the writers of New Republic with

intellectual treason. They so easily gave support to the war

effort and surrendered their independence as critical

intellectuals. The intellectual class's betrayal is a

constant theme in Bourne's antiwar essays. He chastised

Dewey for lending his instrumental version of pragmatism to

the cause of war. The war essays represent Bourne's most

mature and forceful writing, and they still stand as a

relevant indictment against modern warfare and liberal

politics.1

James Oppenheim, the chief editor for Seven Arts, gave

Bourne a forum to speak his mind about the war. Oppenheim

reminisced about his first meeting with Bourne:

I shall never forget how I had first to overcome my
repugnance when I saw that child's body, the humped
back, the longish almost medieval face, with a sewed-up
mouth, and an ear gone awry. But he wore a cape,
carried himself with an air, and then you listened to
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marvelous speech, often brilliant, holding you
spellbound. . . . His coming was the greatest thing that
happened to the Seven Arts, though in the end it was the
main cause of our shutting down.

Oppenheim gave Bourne intellectual freedom. Bourne told

Oppenheim that in his previous writings for New Republic, he

had been "institutionalized," or prevented from speaking his

mind about the war and politics. Bourne saw the war as the

end of the period of art and criticism of the New York

renaissance, which had lasted so briefly, and his vision of

social democracy for the United States. Oppenheim noted that

he and the associate editors at Seven Arts thought it

important as a matter of principle to back Bourne's freedom

of speech to the end, despite the very real threat of

retaliation from the federal government.3

Randolph Bourne's five antiwar essays appeared

consecutively in each monthly issue of Seven Arts beginning

in June 1917 and ending with the magazine's final issue in

October of that year. His writing, along with antiwar

articles by John Reed, caused the early demise of the

magazine; financial backing ended because of this unpopular

position on the war. But Bourne had sufficient opportunity

to criticize the war effort, and his courage is demonstrated

in light of the jailing of socialists Victor Berger and

Eugene Debs, as well as the more than one thousand

convictions in the United States for sedition during World

War I.
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In the essay "The War and the Intellectuals," Bourne

retorted that to those "irreconcilables" like himself, it was

a bitter experience to see the unanimity with which American

intellectuals threw their support to the war effort. He

wrote that "socialists, college professors, publicists, new-

republicans, practitioners of literature, have vied with each

other in confirming with their intellectual faith the

collapse of neutrality and the riveting of the war-mind on a

hundred million more of the world' s people." Bourne

ridiculed their assertion that they effectively willed the

war, against the hesitation of the American masses. He

asserted that the majority of intellectuals had formed this

image and were impressing it upon the nation. They had

guided the United States through sheer force of ideas into

what other nations had entered through predatory action,

hysteria, and militarism. The American intellectuals

supported a war that was " . . . free from any taint of self-

seeking, a war that will secure the triumph of democracy and

internationalize the world!" Bourne wondered how the same

intellectuals who were repulsed by war in 1914 could by 1917

find justifications for imposing military service on the

nation and argue for the regenerating effect that war could

bring.4

In supporting war, Bourne charged that the intellectuals

identified with the least liberal elements in the nation. In
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effect, they provided propaganda for the social classes they

had been fighting. Bourne clearly saw American entry into

the war as the policy of the pro-English, Anglo-Saxon elite

of the East. Intellectuals could have occupied themselves

the last two years in studying and clarifying the ideals and

aspirations of American democracy, in the discovery of an

Americanism that might have brought together the different

ethnic groups and cultural traditions. Bourne maintained

that if intellectuals were going to lead, they might have

worked harder to make neutrality effective. They could have

used their intellectual energy not in urging the nation into

war, but in using the vast neutral power of the United States

to attain democratic ends in the rest of the world. Bourne

admitted they might not have been successful, but "the point

is that they scarcely tried. The time was spent not in

clarification and education, but in a mulling over of

nebulous ideals of democracy and liberalism and civilization

which had never meant anything fruitful to those ruling

classes who now so glibly used them. . . . The whole era has

been spiritually wasted. "5

Bourne thought the outstanding feature of the era was

its intense colonialism of the Anglo-Saxon variety. The

"English colonials" in the universities and press took

control and denied other cultures a hearing. As in his

vision of a trans-national country, Bourne thought the United

States might have been made a meeting-ground for different



105

views, but instead the great masses and ethnic groups were

kept inarticulate. The result was a sterile intellectual

policy. Bourne charged that American intellectuals produced

almost nothing of original and illuminating interpretation

since 1914. He observed the same process that happened in

the other nations at war--the support of intellectuals for

their country's military program. When the United States was

still a neutral power, intellectuals were forced to search

for the truth, to put the situation in some sort of

interpretative order. And this they failed to do.
6

Bourne considered the war a "monstrous failure of

diplomacy." The great mediating power of a neutral United

States was not effectively used. Intellectuals could have

used their energy to ensure that American participation meant

the international order which they wanted. They did not do

so. Intellect operated to lead an apathetic nation into an

irresponsible war, without guarantees from its allies.

Bourne noted that the feeling of "spiritual isolation" which

the intellectuals felt from Europe in 1914 could not last.

They wanted to be in the tide of events, to be in the "great

experience" the rest of the world was having. Bourne

described the hypocrisy of their position: "Never having felt

responsibility for labor wars and oppressed masses and

excluded races at home, they had a large fund of idle

emotional capital to invest in the oppressed nationalities
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and ravaged villages of Europe. Hearts that had felt only

ugly contempt for democratic strivings at home beat in tune

with the struggle for freedom abroad." War management,

instead of a systematic peace policy, limited the United

States' effort to move other warring nations toward liberty

and democracy.7

The mental conflict engendered by war resulted in a

reversion to more primitive ideas and uncritical thought.

Bourne saw the war causing a "recrudescence of nebulous

ideals," as simple syllogisms became substituted for

analysis. American intellectuals regressed to ideas that led

to quick action; thought became a rationalization for what

was going on. Critical reflection ended and propaganda

began.8

Bourne rejected the idea that war should be fought for

liberty and democracy when these terms were not defined.

Since they highly valued certitude, intellectuals by

supporting war saved themselves from having to think. And in

insidious fashion, they turned on anyone who questioned or

continued to speculate. Bourne saw that "the thankfulness

with which so many intellectuals lay down and floated with

the current betrays the hesitation and suspense through which

they had been. The American university is a brisk and happy

place these days. Simple, unquestioning action has

superseded the knots of thought."9
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Bourne condemned the notion that it was useless to

retain a pacifist position toward the war. The "realists,"

such as John Dewey, held that only within the stream of

events could intellectuals use the war to promote liberal

goals. Bourne countered that this was a useless strategy if

the course of events led to disaster. Against liberal

intellectuals, Bourne's main argument was with their loss of

critical distance from the power centers of the United

States, from the "ruling classes." Propaganda and censorship

were the prospects he feared, closing off free speculation

and rational debate. Bourne retorted that there must be some

intellectuals left to think. Some irreconcilables must call

unceasingly for peace, insisting that the terms of settlement

be not only liberal but democratic. Some must argue against

an arms build-up in the future and against a contemplated

liberal world-order founded on military coalitions. Bourne

expounded that the "irreconcilable" need not be disloyal but

could use apathy toward war as heightened energy and

enthusiasm for the education, art, and the interpretations

that made for life in a world of death. New ideals and

values should be forged. There was a need for intellectuals

who would divide, disturb, and keep the intellectual waters

moving, challenging those who perpetuated the old errors.
1 0

Bourne summed up the essay thus:
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The American intellectuals, in their preoccupation with

reality, seem to have forgotten that the real enemy is

War rather than imperial Germany. There is work to be

done to prevent this war of ours from passing into

popular mythology as a holy crusade. What shall we do

with leaders who tell us that we go to war in moral

spotlessness, or who make 'democracy' synonymous with a

republican form of government? There is work to be done

in still shouting that all the revolutionary by-products

will not justify the war, or make war anything else than

the most noxious complex of all the evils that afflict

men. There must be some to find no consolation
whatever, and some to sneer at those who buy the cheap
emotion of sacrifice. There must be some

irreconcilables left who will not even accept the war
with walrus tears.11

Bourne's article "Below the Battle" presented a

composite portrait of a fictional friend facing conscription

in the military. It was partly autobiographical and also

drawn form the lives of several of his friends. Bourne's

friend was representative of many young intellectuals whose

idealism and hopes for the promise of American life were

dashed by war. The war damaged many of the friend's

socialist and pacifist theories, and his sense of global

social progress. Clamor and support for war came from the

social classes he detested. The friend felt alienated from

the war and all its idealistic aims and goals. He read the

New Republic but could not agree with its description of a

"cosmically efficacious and well-bred war." Bourne's friend

did not have enough imagination to see that a world-order

could be built out of armaments, diplomacy, and "liberal"

statesmanship, and he resisted the panic, hatred, class-
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arrogance, and patriotic swagger emanating from newspaper

editors.1 2

Bourne's friend could not see anything worth dying for

in the conflict. It would not bring back the millions of

dead in Europe. The friend might have to be coerced to serve

in the military if drafted, but on the other hand he might go

along, though without enthusiasm. He thought conscientious

objection a sacrifice not worth making. The point was that

this friend and many of the younger generation could be

shipped off to war without their approval. If that happened,

he would go off to war with the mood of so many others,

without enthusiasm, idealism, hope and belief, a victim of

tragically blind forces. Regardless of the consequences,

Bourne's friend believed in a personal and social idealism,

unique to his generation. Hurling charges of cowardice and

disloyalty, the proponents of capitalist democracy could

never damage this idealism. Bourne maintained that the

cardinal fact of the Great War was the "non-mobilization of

the younger intelligentsia."
1 3 In conclusion, Randolph

Bourne foreshadowed the disaffection and alienation that

would break out across the United States in the 1920s:

What will they do to my friend? If the war goes on they

will need him. Pressure will change skepticism into

bitterness. . . . If the country submissively pours

month after month its wealth of life and resources into

the work of annihilation, that bitterness will spread

out like a stain over the younger American generation.

If the enterprise goes on endlessly, the work, so
blithely undertaken for the defence [sic] of democracy,

will have crushed out the only genuinely precious thing
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in a nation, the hope and ardent idealism of its

youth.1 4

In the essay "The Collapse of American Strategy," Bourne

argued that in organizing for war, American public opinion

seemed to forget the reasoning behind its participation.

Presumably America went to war for the purpose of realizing

certain international ideals. Liberal intellectuals called

for a negotiated peace in Europe and the establishment of a

League of Nations to prevent future wars. The policy of the

Wilson administration defined such war-aims in accordance

with the other Entente Powers that would encourage the

peoples of the Central Powers to demand a democratic peace.

The immediate occasion for a war declaration was the

resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare by Germany in

February 1917. Up to April 1917, the United States followed

a policy of "benevolent neutrality," in giving aid to the

Entente Powers. Bourne considered this attempt to bring a

negotiated peace, or "peace without victory" the high water

tide of American diplomacy. Bourne asserted that if the

government had responded pragmatically to the situation, it

would have followed the course that some radicals called for,

a policy of "armed neutrality." The United States could have

protected freedom of the seas by continuing to supply food

and ships and by attacking the threatening submarines. This

providing of ships, convoys, food, and loans could have taken

place without a declaration of war and the creation of a vast
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military machine. The United States then would have been

able to continue working toward a negotiated peace.
1 5

Bourne reiterated that the country began a vast number

of activities which had little to do with the particular

situation at hand. Once in the war, America sought to

continue the initiative for peace by supporting a League of

Nations and by wielding steady pressure on the Entente

governments of England, France, and Italy to ratify the

American program. This did not happen. If the initiative for

peace was lost and the Entente Powers unwilling to support

the American program for postwar reconstruction, then

American strategy and justification for war broke down.

American entry instead encouraged these nations to push for a

complete victory over the Central Powers. And the latter

countries fought even harder to prevent defeat. Wilson's

Flag Day address symbolized for Bourne the actual collapse of

American strategy. The President implied that the United

States would conduct the war to the utter defeat of the

Central Powers. Therefore, none of the American

justifications for war were upheld. The nation surrendered

its initiative for peace. It prolonged the war and

encouraged the reactionary elements in the Entente countries

to hold out for extra demands. It discouraged democratic

forces within Germany. In short, American strategy became

indistinguishable from that of the Entente Powers, to win

total victory. 16 Bourne acknowledged that
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all this the realistic pacifists foresaw when they held

out so bitterly and unaccountably against our entering
the war. The liberals felt a naive faith in the

sagacity of the President to make their strategy
prevail. . . . They have had to see their strategy
collapse under the very weight of that war-technique.
Guarding neutrality, we might have counted toward a

speedy and democratic peace. In the war, we are a

rudderless nation, to be exploited as the Allies wish,
politically and materially, and towed, to their

aggrandizement, in any direction which they may

desire.17

Bourne's essay "A War Diary" discussed the implications

of modern warfare and the potential for totalitarian

government. Bourne alleged that outside the cities and

official public opinion, one found apathy and acquiescence

toward the war. The war was a process that the American

government could prosecute without widespread support, since

it did not have to worry about whether its citizens wanted to

fight but only if they would tolerate conscription.

Prosecution of the war depended only on the cooperation

between government and the large financial and industrial

enterprises. Bourne called this marriage a "semi-military

State-socialism" or the term he used synonymously, "war-

technique." Once begun, the war would take care of itself,

provided only that American capitalism remained secure. It

did not matter what average individuals thought.
1 8

In this article Bourne increased his indictment against

liberal intellectuals and pragmatism. He used the terms

liberal, realist, and pragmatist interchangeably. Bourne
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chastised those intellectuals, as he did in all of the Seven

Arts's essays, who saw the Great War as an opportunity for a

liberal world order and progressive reform in the United

States. Bourne stated that the war was such an inescapable

"Real" that the pragmatist had to accept it, for to keep out

of it meant a failure to adapt and adjust. At the same time,

however, the war retained an inexorability that was

disagreeable to the pragmatic mind. The inexorable nature of

the war challenged the realist's sense of purposive social

control. The pragmatist could not recognize the war as an

inexorable, for that abolished choices, and it was the

essence of pragmatism to have alternatives always available.

Realists saved themselves from this dilemma by accepting the

war but retaining a firm sense of control; war-technique

could be channeled into creative purposes. Thus the liberals

avoided the dilemma of irreconcilable pacifists who could not

make so easy an adjustment. Liberals preserved their

pragmatism by making the war their own. Bourne argued,

however, that the loosing of the war-technique on the nation

indicated how quickly aims and purposes would be forgotten

and how flimsy would be any liberal control of events. Only

five months into the war, the New Republic complained that a

League of Nations seemed remote and the State Department had

no diplomatic policy. Bourne noted that John Dewey now

chastised pacifists who did not use their intelligence for
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the war effort. Bourne countered that at least the utopian

pacifists knew that they were ineffective and coerced by the

government, while the realist pragmatists evaded

disillusionment by moving in a "twilight zone of half-hearted

criticism."1 9 Even though utopian and ineffective, at least

the irreconcilable intellectual analyzed this situation

correctly:

0*. . in wartime there are literally no valid forces

moving in another direction. War determines its own

end,--victory, and government crushes out automatically

all forces that deflect, or threaten to deflect, energy

from the path of organization to that end. All

governments will act in this way, the most democratic as

well as the most autocratic. It is only 'liberal'

naivete that is shocked at arbitrary coercion and

suppression. Willing war means willing all the evils

that are organically bound up with it. A good many

people still seem to believe in a peculiar kind of

democratic and antiseptic war. The pacifists opposed

the war because they knew this was an illusion, and

because of the myriad hurts they knew war would do to

the promise of democracy at home.
2 0

Bourne wrote that if it were true that the war would

continue whether popular or not or whether its purposes were

clear, and if it was true that constructive realism was an

illusion, then the aloof irreconcilables, those who would not

obstruct the war but could not spiritually accept it, had a

clear case for themselves. He declared it an extraordinary

phenomenon, the number of creative minds in the younger

generation who were against the war. Young men and women

profoundly alienated from the conflict dotted the

countryside, yet they were not disloyal or pro-German. They
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had no grudge against the United States, but their 
patriotism

waned during this emergency. The young intellectuals wanted

the killing stopped and Europe decently reconstructed 
after a

democratic peace.21

Bourne wrote of the irreconcilable intellectuals: "They

are genuine pragmatists and they fear any kind 
of an

absolute, even when bearing gifts." They perceived a middle-

aged taint to the best ideals of "publicist liberalism."

Irreconcilables questioned the merits of a political

democracy that left economic servitude intact. They were

more interested in the international class-struggle and what

would happen with the Russian socialists, not what the

American capitalist democracy might be planning. They

thought the League of Nations would become a machine 
for the

use of American imperialism. And to these younger

intellectuals, enlightened imperialism as an international

ideal did not stand up against the anarchistic communism of

the new Russia. Bourne wanted the irreconcilables not to be

spiritually implicated in the war, despite the efforts 
of

patriots and realists.
2 2 Spiritual survival in wartime

entailed a vigorous search for values:

Our skepticism can be made a shelter behind which is

built up a wider consciousness of the personal and

social and artistic ideals which American civilization

needs to lead the good life. We can be skeptical

constructively, if, thrown back on our inner resources

from the world of war which is taken as the

overmastering reality, we search much more actively to

clarify our attitudes and express a richer significance

in the American scene.
23
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Bourne called upon the younger generation of

"malcontents, " the aloof and irreconcilable men and women, to

work for the conservation of American promise. If America

had lost its political isolation, it was all the more

obligated to retain its spiritual integrity. This value did

not imply a retreat from the world. Bourne subscribed to a

stern and intense cultivation of the American garden. This

expression of isolationism would not resist creative, foreign

ideas.24

This turning inward meant that Americans might create

something of value for the world. The old American ideals

used as a justification for war seemed stale and archaic.

Bourne thought it grotesque to try to carry democracy to

Russia; it was absurd to try to contribute to the world's

store of great ideas until America had a culture to give. He

asserted that mere "negative freedom" would not do as a

twentieth-century principle. American ideas would have to be

dynamic.2 5 Randolph Bourne found the choice simple:

The war or American promise: one must choose. One
cannot be interested in both. For the effect of the war
will be to impoverish American promise. It cannot
advance it, however liberals may choose to identify
American promise with a league of nations to enforce
peace. Americans who desire to cultivate the promise of
American life need not lift a finger to obstruct the
war, but they cannot conscientiously accept it.2 6

In the final article written for Seven Arts, "Twilight

of Idols," Randolph Bourne followed on his previous essay and

asked "Where are the seeds of American promise?" He denied
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that man could live by politics alone--it was small comfort

that the best intellects were engaged in the war-technique of

remaking the world. Bourne wondered if William James were

alive, would he have accepted the war so easily and

complacently? He imagined that James would have called for

the war to be gallantly played, with concern for democratic

values at home and support for democratic elements abroad--a

peace that promised more than a mere union of benevolent

imperialism. Bourne preferred James's pragmatism.2 7

According to Bourne' s analysis, John Dewey' s recent New

Republic articles indicated a criticism of pacifism that

revealed Dewey' s inadequate version of pragmatism. Bourne

thought Dewey spoke to another element of the "younger

intelligentsia." Dewey did not sense the sinister forces of

war. His concern was more with the excesses of pacifists

than of misguided military policy. Dewey did not recognize

the possibility of government censorship. Bourne suggested

that to talk as if war were anything else than a "poison"

showed that instrumentalism had never been confronted with

the inexorable. Dewey's pragmatism lacked understanding of a

an irrational human nature. Dewey had one moment of

hesitation before the war began but now skepticism did not

taint him.2 8 Bourne described what he now felt toward

instrumentalism:
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What I come to is a sense of suddenly being left in the
lurch, of suddenly finding that a philosophy upon which
I had relied to carry us through no longer works. I
find the contrast between the idea that creative
intelligence has free functioning in wartime, and the
facts of the inexorable situation too glaring. The
contrast between what liberals ought to be doing and
saying if democratic values are to be conserved, and
what the real forces are imposing upon them, strikes too
sternly on my intellectual senses. I should prefer some
philosophy of War as the grim and terrible cleanser to
this optimism-haunted mood that continues unweariedly to
suggest that all can yet be made to work for good in a
mad and half-destroyed world.2

Dewey's instrumentalism worked well in a society at

peace and one that desired social progress. Bourne

acknowledged America's debt to Dewey for his educational

ideas. Intelligence had seemed about to come into conscious

control of an institution, and the one most able to develop

the attitudes needed for a civilized society and the

aptitudes needed for the happiness of the individual.3 0

A rational nation would have chosen education as its

national enterprise and used its isolation from the first

three years of World War I to educate itself. The United

States did not choose education, instead opting for war.

Bourne could not understand the ease with which the

pragmatist intellectuals, led by Dewey, had moved their

philosophy from education to war.3 1

The war business hampered Dewey and his followers in

realizing what happened to their philosophy. With Dewey and

other war pragmatists, democracy remained an unanalyzed term.

They used it as a call to battle and not as an intellectual
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means to understand the future. Bourne asked if America was

fighting for the political democracy of a plutocratic America

or for the social democracy of the new Russia? Bourne

cautioned that "in the application of their philosophy to

politics, our pragmatist are sliding over this crucial

question of ends." 3 2

Bourne charged that if the ex-socialists, labor

radicals, liberals, and pragmatic philosophers who united in

support of the war wanted to quiet the skepticism of the

irreconcilables, then they should present a coherent and

convincing democratic program. Bourne suspected there was no

program. Their emphasis was on technical organization and

strategies instead of human desires. Consorting with war

boards distracted them from the concerns of average

Americans. The liberals' patriotism concealed the feebleness

of their "intellectual light." Bourne then asked "what is the

matter with the philosophy? One has a sense of having come

to a sudden, short stop at the end of an intellectual era.

In the crisis, this philosophy of intelligent control just

does not measure up to our needs. What is the root of this

inadequacy that is felt so keenly by our restless minds?"3 3

Bourne referred to Van Wyck Brooks's observation that

many pragmatists lacked "poetic vision"; Bourne agreed that

something in their realistic attitudes worked against poetic

vision and supported the machinery of life over the quality

of life. Bourne saw a "younger intelligentsia" who were
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trained in the instrumental philosophy and ready for the

technical ordering of events but were unprepared for

intellectual interpretation or the questioning of values and

ends. They were "the young men in Belgium, the officers'

training corps, the young men being sucked into the councils

at Washington and into war-organization everywhere, have

among them a definite element, upon whom Dewey, as veteran

philosopher, might well bestow a papal blessing. "3 4

Enlightened liberals, these men applied the scientific

method to political administration. Creative intelligence

could be directed toward political and industrial problems.

Significantly, Bourne wrote, the war's technical side

appealed to this group of intellectuals and not any

interpretations of the war's arising. The formulation of

values and ideals, the production of articulate and

suggestive thinking, had not, in their education kept up pace

with the technical aptitude.3 5

As a result, the formulation of opinion on the war was

left largely in the hands of patriots, sensational editors,

and archaic radicals. Bourne noted that Dewey called for

more attentive formulation of "war-purposes" and ideas but

without success. Dewey's disciples learned all too literally

the instrumental attitude toward life. They made themselves

efficient instruments of the war-technique, accepting with

little question the ends from above. That those ends were
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largely negative did not concern them, because they had never

learned not to subordinate idea to technique.
3 6

Their education did not give them a coherent system of

large ideas; they had no clear philosophy of life except that

of intelligent service, the adaptation of means to ends.

These pragmatist were vague as to what kind of a society they

wanted, or what kind of society America needed, yet they had

all the administrative training and talent to attain it.
3 7

Bourne remarked that

to those of us who have taken Dewey's philosophy almost

as our American religion, it never occurred that values

could be subordinated to technique. We were

instrumentalists, but we had our private utopias so

clearly before our minds that the means fell always into

its place as contributory. And Dewey, of course, always

meant his philosophy, when taken as a philosophy of
life, to start with values. But there was always that

unhappy ambiguity in his doctrine as to just how values

were created, and it became easier and easier to assume

that just any growth was justified and almost any

activity valuable so long as it achieved ends. The

American, in living out this philosophy, has habitually
confused results with product, and been content with

getting somewhere without asking too closely whether it

was the desirable place to get. It is now becoming

plain that unless you start with the vividest kind of

poetic vision, your instrumentalism is likely to land

you just where it has landed this younger intelligentsia

which is so happily and busily engaged in the national

enterprise of war. You must have your vision and you

must have your technique. The practical effect of

Dewey's philosophy has evidently been to develop the

sense of the latter at the expense of the former.
3 8

The instrumental approach to life had nothing in its

outlook that touched in any way the happiness of the

individual. It did not enhance the growth of personality or

the imagination. It did not advance the quality of life.
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Bourne now thought that the defect of any philosophy of

adaptation was that there was no provision for thought or

experience getting beyond itself.3 9

Dewey' s pragmatism had no provision for the

transcendent, however, Bourne stressed that vision must

constantly outshoot technique. Instrumentalism exaggerated

an emphasis on life's mechanism at the expense of the quality

of living. An instrumental approach to social progress, the

use of only creative intelligence, Bourne argued would lead

to unsatisfactory progress. His analysis included

desirability for the good society. In conclusion, Bourne

wrote that he had evoked " . . . the spirit of William James,

with its gay passion for ideas, and its freedom of

speculation, when I felt the slightly pedestrian gait into

which the war had brought pragmatism. It is the creative

desire more than the creative intelligence that we shall need

if we are ever to fly." 4 0

In a March 1918 letter to his friend and fellow author

and critic, Van Wyck Brooks, Bourne continued his indictment

of liberalism. Bourne and Brooks planned a new literary

leadership in America to carry on the idea behind Seven Arts;

they hoped to unite the "malcontented" of the younger

generation. Since instrumentalism's failure in having a

vision, their idea was the promotion of dialogue and debate

which would generate values for American civilization.4 1



123

Bourne believed that disgust with war liberalism

disaffected many of the younger generation. He spoke for

these malcontents, declaring they wanted an idealism without

compromises. Concerned more with American civilization than

American politics, they desired a better quality of life than

a "model constitution and a watertight political-democratic

system." Bourne complained that liberals constantly

disappointed malcontents by displaying a callousness toward

creative values.4 2

Furthermore, war grounded permanently the movement for

progressive democracy that Bourne once believed in so

strongly. The war, however, offered a moment of truth. It

showed him what was really "nearest to the liberal heart's

desire": Change in social institutions not as a means to the

quality of life but as something pleasing in itself. Bourne

maintained that political liberals seemed to assume

civilization, assume rich personal living that came from the

national cultural traditions he had earlier discussed. For

Bourne targeted the liberal/instrumentalist's true agenda:

" .1* .. his eye is fixed on . . . some institutional plan

which in itself appears to him as good." 4 3

Bourne then examined the liberal mind-set. The liberal

mind moved in an "upper level of schemes" for social and

political change for the attainment of some end such as

"democracy." Yet liberals did not ask if those schemes would
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enhance the quality of life for both the individual and

society. Liberals looked only to satisfy their sense of

order, rationality, and organization, based on concepts of

democracy and progress which they attained in their youth.

Thus Bourne saw a program for social reconstruction which he

had believed to be motivated by a desire for a "regenerated

American life" evaporating into a vague and misty scheme for

international organization. The result was a "liberal war"

which caused infinitely more damage to American democracy at

home than it could ever do to the enemy abroad.4 4

Bourne focused on the basic problem: "Intellectualism is

the 'liberal' curse, the habit of moving in concepts rather

than in a warm area of pragmatic life." Bourne did not deny

that politics had immense influence on society. What he

objected to was an uncritical attitude toward this

relationship. The influence of political systems and

political manipulation on cultural life deeply concerned

Bourne. The war heightened the political sphere of life to

the point that non-governmental activity ceased almost to

have significance. Bourne acknowledged that this "cult of

politics" had been implicit in the liberal intellectual's

point of view long before the war. Instead of politics

assuming its place among the diverse interests of the modern

mind, it became the dominant position as represented in the

pages of New Republic.4 5
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Bourne wrote that liberal intellectuals offered no proof

that this political dominance was justified. They did not

examine and discuss their presuppositions and assumptions.

Unfortunately during wartime intellectual debate was stopped.

According to Bourne, England continued debate. Outside the

effort of Thorstein Veblen, no one attempted an intellectual

position that was not propaganda of some sort.4 6 Bourne then

summarized his argument for Van Wyck Brooks:

. . . that anxious speculation which should normally
follow the destruction of so many hopes, the uprooting
of our conviction as to the way the world was tending,
the discovery of the sinister forces still at work in
what we had thought was a slowly emancipating era, has
been left wholly unattended to in this country. No
intellectual leader has cared to think. The defection
of Dewey is typical. After years of eloquent opposition
to military conscription, he accepts it without a quiver
or even an explanation of the steps by which his
conviction made so momentous a change. The university
made haste to blacken and drive into limbo anyone who
tried to exercise his mind. Nowhere any clear sense of
whither we were drifting or how our ideas and slogans
squared with the facts. On the contrary an insensate
scramble for action, a positive delight in throwing off
the responsibility of thought. And nowhere was this
more marked than in the intellectual class.4 7

Several critics clarified the value of Randolph

Bourne's antiwar essays. It is important to understand his

position on pragmatism and what elements of the philosophy he

retained from William James and John Dewey. Bourne rejected

the actions of specific pragmatist intellectuals, as well as

the overall lack of critical reflection among the

intellectual class, instead of completely repudiating the

philosophy.
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Bourne's friend and associate on Seven Arts, Waldo

Frank, considered him the chief humanist of their generation,

in the tradition of Voltaire and Montaigne. Frank thought

Bourne had renounced pragmatism and his association with John

Dewey because of the Great War. The war showed defects in

the practical philosophy, for Bourne saw lack of an Absolute,

the lack of the spiritual in pragmatism. Bourne attacked the

American state, which "moved along the tracks of its pioneer

exploiters," to war, aided by pragmatist intellectuals.4 8

Frank stated that in the war essays, Bourne became the

literary voice of their generation, a leader of tens of

thousands. Frank thought the significance of Bourne's work

lay in its joining of the political and cultural currents of

thought. Bourne's political discussions were informed with a

spiritual viewpoint. He took into account the contents of

the human soul, the very values of being. Bourne sought to

lead people who had lost touch with the spiritual base of

life back in that direction. Frank, writing in 1919, soon

after Bourne's death, stated that "now, the political field

is once more clearer to the pat materialist, the shallow

liberal, the isolated radical whom he despised, and whom,

eventually, his power of irony must have shamed. With him

gone, the political and artistic columns of advance--Life and

the Machine--are again severed."4 9

Tom Curtis described an American tradition of antiwar

rhetoric represented by the arguments of Randolph Bourne,
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Dwight MacDonald (1906-1982), and Noam Chomsky (1928- ).

Both Bourne and MacDonald had believed in a progressive,

optimistic philosophy--Bourne in Dewey's instrumentalism and

MacDonald, who wrote for Partisan Review and later Politics,

in Trotsky's version of Marxism. Both of them discovered the

fatal weaknesses in his adopted ideology: its lack of any but

relative values, which could countenance war and any means to

achieve that end, such as coercion of individuals and

mobilization of thought. Bourne and MacDonald thought that

if human values were not held primary, then there was no

valid standard by which to judge means. Both held the

individual above the institution, the person before the

process, the citizen above the state. The only hope of

preserving old values or creating new ones lay with the

individual. Neither was doctrinaire in any sense, but in

their pessimism they espoused a fatalistic, pacifistic

anarchism.5 0

Bourne had embraced Dewey's instrumentalism because of

its potential, especially in education, for the emancipation

of the individual. He found the same philosophy the major

intellectual rationalization for the war. In the act of

accepting war, Dewey and his fellow intellectuals had

sabotaged human values, and Bourne came close to skepticism

about the whole notion of progress. A commitment to the

emotions, imagination, and moral feelings ruled out the
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conventional radical solution of social revolution for both

Bourne and later MacDonald. Both men thought a thorough

cultural revolution had to first change human consciousness.

Bourne in the League of Nations and MacDonald in the United

Nations saw institutions that meant nothing in any important

way to a specific human being--nothing that touched the

quality of life.51

Similarities exist between Bourne and Noam Chomsky, a

linguistics professor at the Massachusetts Institute of

Technology. Chomsky became a national activist in 1965

against the Vietnam War through his sponsorship of tax

refusal as war protest and as a leader of the teach-in

movement. He was similar to Bourne in his outrage at the

betrayal of intellectuals over Vietnam. Chomsky attributed

American intervention in Vietnam to a decision by a liberal

administration with the support of many leading intellectuals

and academic experts. He chastised the role of intellectuals

in both government and the academy who concerned themselves

more with questions of technique over morality. Chomsky's

criticism of prowar liberal intellectuals in government, such

as Kennedy-appointees Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Walter Rostow,

Richard Goodwin, and Theodore Draper, paralleled that of

Bourne for his former teachers John Dewey and Charles Beard,

and New Republic's Walter Weyl and Walter Lippmann--all of

whom gave their talents to Wilson's war.52
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In light of the censorship and political repression in

the United States during World War I, Paul Bourke wrote that

it was almost as if the government agencies sensed what many

of Bourne's contemporaries missed: that he was not talking

about war, or at least not in any way that was relevant to

the conduct of the war. The wider character of Bourne's

writings can be seen in the fact that he was collaborating

with the prowar Van Wyck Brooks by 1918.53

The central theme running through the antiwar essays was

Bourne's attempt to explain the manner in which liberals had

engaged with the war, with the principal target being the New

Republic group. Bourne did not try to persuade liberals or

much less the general public that official war aims were

inadequate. His articles did not encourage any sort of

political action.5 4

Bourne's position was not really a pacifist one; he

appeared to indicate there were times that wars might be

necessary. Bourne's primary concern was how and why

intellectuals had been so easily seduced into an uncritical

endorsement of the government's position. Bourne

investigated the poor record for sustained criticism of

recent American liberalism.
5 5

Bourke pointed out that pragmatism as used by Bourne in

these essays was really only his word for the pursuit of

social change through institutions, legislation, and
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government programs. He was hardly talking about pragmatism

in any formal sense; he failed at least to show that the

specific faults of the intellectual community bore any

relation to the philosophical levels of pragmatism. What was

particularly notable was Bourne's insight that pragmatism

failed when it entered into politics. It was this process

that seemed the real enemy, with pragmatism only its most

recent victim. Bourne in effect agreed with his friend Van

Wyck Brooks that values and ideals could be effectively

formulated only by individual creative minds.
5 6

Bourne and Brooks rejected the social efficiency and

social control inherent in Dewey's instrumentalism. Bourne

always had the potential to reject liberal politics, as seen

in his Youth and Life essays with their concern for a harmony

between science and religion, and in Bourne's unconcern for

conventional political involvement. Bourke referred to the

essay "The State," published posthumously, in which Bourne

concluded that conventional political aspirations toward

community, efficiency, and planning, were themselves

indistinguishable from the pressures producing international

conflict. Bourne's conclusions, then, according to Paul

Bourke, called for an abandonment of political activity

altogether. Bourne thought intellectuals should concentrate

instead on other values, such as artistic creation and the

imagination.57
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Casey Blake emphasized that Bourne's criticism of

pragmatism was more an indictment of Dewey's instrumentalism

than a repudiation of the overall philosophy. Bourne

considered Dewey's definition of experience too narrow, that

it failed to encompass the imagination as well as the

intellect. It was this inability of instrumentalism to

envision a role for aesthetic and spiritual values in shaping

social experience that explained Dewey's acquiescence in the

war. Bourne accused Dewey and his followers of forsaking the

creative tension between ideals and existing conditions that

he saw as the critical dynamic in pragmatism. Bourne and

other critics on the Seven Arts's staff, such as Van Wyck

Brooks and Waldo Frank, objected to Dewey's equation of

science as critical inquiry with a technical ideal of applied

science. The reduction of thought to an efficient means to

an end, instead of it being a source of speculative self-

reflection, represented the worst tendency in an industrial

culture.58

Bourne turned to romanticism to bolster the critical

content of pragmatism. He thought a philosophy of experience

encompassed "man's" capacity to feel life as a "whole," as in

artistic and religious practices, in combination with the

critical reason that characterized Dewey's scientific method.

Blake pointed out that Bourne's position was less a

repudiation of pragmatism than a reassertion of its original
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principles, recalling William James's respect for the ways in

which the nonrational elements of the human imagination

shaped the workings of reason. As critics and creators of

values, intellectuals had the responsibility of grounding

ideas in myth, folklore, and the cultural traditions of a

society. Values, in short, were the crossroads on which the

romantic and the pragmatic critiques of industrial culture

met to submit practice to conscious control.
5 9

Bourne's opposition of values to technique can be

understood only in relation to his continued commitment to

Dewey's goal of renewing American democracy through a public

philosophy of experience. This continuity in Bourne's

criticism revealed Bourne's vision of an American cultural

renaissance and how little sympathy he in fact had for an

aestheticist's retreat from politics. Bourne, along with

Brooks and Frank, saw recovery of insights into culture and

personality as necessary first steps in the direction of a

philosophy of experience and a revived democratic community.

By focusing the weapons of romanticism on Deweyan liberalism,

they hoped to revitalize a "radical-democratic politics" by

giving it a deeper appreciation of the problems of culture

and psychology that plagued industrial civilization and had

undermined earlier efforts at social reform.
6 0

Michael Walzer called Randolph Bourne a "general

intellectual," a critic who had something to say about

society and the critical enterprise itself. Walzer argued
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that Bourne did not offer a philosophical critique of

pragmatism in his Seven Arts's essays. Bourne remained a

philosophical pragmatist committed to the experimental life

and the sense of openness, process, and participation that

the philosophy at its best still stimulates. Bourne thought

the task of intellectuals should be to address the question

of ends or values, and these values had to be worked out

experimentally as Dewey taught. But the relevant experiments

should be mental before they are practical and involve

interpretation before action. Dewey, Bourne thought, had

failed to make this necessary precedence clear. Dewey

assumed that other people had hopes and political goals like

his own.6 1

As a social critic, Bourne wanted to be engaged in the

world, to move it in a certain way. His approach was

insistent and questioning. Bourne opposed the hypocrisies of

his elders and the passivity of the masses of Americans.

Bourne warned that power corrupted intellectual life, and

therefore, intellectuals had no choice but to stand aside

from official positions and doctrines. Bourne charged that

humane values ought to shape executive orders. American

intellectuals should work to focus political action on

democratic ends; intellectuals, however, must work just as

hard as those in political office to sustain their democratic

connections.62
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Randolph Bourne's articles along with others such as

John Reed's "This Unpopular War," caused the wealthy

financial backer behind Seven Arts to withdraw support. The

final issue came out in October 1917, and James Oppenheim

could not secure further backing. Because of Bourne's

antiwar stance, doors to other magazines such as Atlantic

Monthly and New Republic were closed to him. Bourne,

however, earned a living writing book reviews for the Dial.

Despite legends, Bourne did not die a pauper. In fact, the

Dial's new owner Scofield Thayer, who bought the journal in

December 1918, planned to make Bourne the chief editor after

its reorganization in the next year. At the end of World War

I in November 1918, Randolph Bourne's future certainly looked

quite bright. With several solid career prospects for his

professional life, his personal life was enhanced by Bourne' s

engagement to the actress Esther Cornell. That future was

not to be. A widespread influenza epidemic, probably brought

from Europe by returning soldiers, claimed Bourne's life on

23 December 1918. In many tragic senses of the word, the war

killed this able critic of American life.
6 3
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

A close study of the life and writing of Randolph Bourne

reveals that he remained committed to the original goals of

pragmatism. To the end of his life, Bourne still believed in

the importance of the scientific method in testing the

validity of ideas and beliefs and in interpreting experience.

He maintained belief in the importance of the emotions and

spiritual values to a healthy society. Bourne retained his

optimism and faith in the potential for individual meliorism.

Bourne's disagreement with John Dewey was less with

philosophical ideas than with Dewey's failure to maintain

sustained criticism over America's participation in the Great

War.

Bourne's criticism of Dewey's instrumental version of

pragmatism pointed to his perception that meliorism on a

collective basis was an entirely different matter than for

individuals. Despite his former teacher's good intentions,

Bourne observed that science as critical self-reflection very

easily degenerated into social control and social efficiency.

By the end of his life, Bourne became aware of the deep-

seated problems inherent in bureaucratic, interdependent

industrial society. He saw all too clearly the liberal
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tradition's logical conclusion: destruction of the very

possibility for his ideal of a humane, fraternal

society.

Randolph Bourne did not live to offer an alternative

social policy for America's future. Working with Van Wyck

Brooks, he wanted to promote debate over cultural ideals and

transcendent values. It is only speculation in what

direction his interests would have led. Some have argued

that Bourne would have renounced political involvement for

literary and cultural criticism only, while some thought

Bourne would have embraced Marxism by the 1930s. And still

others thought Bourne might have become a conservative as did

John Dos Passos. This speculation is a futile approach for

the historian. The more important question is determining

the significance in Bourne's message and in his life.

Bourne's intellectual debt to William James is obvious

in his concern for the importance of spiritual beliefs and

transcendent values in human life. Bourne understood that

people and nations need some form of vision to transcend

everyday existence and provide a sense of moral order to the

world. This need underlay James's formulation of his

melioristic philosophy. Bourne's commitment to spiritual

values and transcendent experience indicates a connection to

his Puritan heritage. Bourne clearly had a sense of a

personal calling and a sense of destiny in his life. He saw
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a need to speak out about the injustices and hypocrisies of

society; his essays appealed to the best in human nature.

Bourne's writings are romantic and idealistic, but it is

wrong to see him as hopelessly utopian. It is also wrong to

think he succumbed to despair and lost faith in the mind's

creative potential due to war. Bourne's experience as a

handicapped man, in a time when there was little

understanding or compassion for the disabled, certainly

influenced his understanding of human nature. Bourne's

romanticism and idealism existed in full realization of

humanity's potential for evil. Bourne used irony as a way to

mediate between excessive optimism or pessimism.

Probably the most important lesson to be drawn from

Randolph Bourne's life is his commitment to the ideals of

individual liberty and democracy--the foundations of the

American experiment. In a time of political repression and

mob-psychology, Bourne upheld the right of free speech and

freedom of speculation. He supported the right of ethnic

minorities to have a voice in America's future at a time when

most progressive intellectuals called for a coercive

Americanism based only on the Anglo-Saxon model. Bourne's

antiwar essays displayed true courage considering the very

real threat of imprisonment for violation of sedition laws.

And finally, Bourne foreshadowed the 1920s, the decade of

alienated intellectuals and the Red Scare, when he wrote that

the Great War would mean the end of the American promise.
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