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Preface





This book is about the response of the English literary intelligentsia to the new phenomenon of mass culture. It argues that modernist literature and art can be seen as a hostile reaction to the unprecedentedly large reading public created by late nineteenth-century educational reforms. The purpose of modernist writing, it suggests, was to exclude these newly educated (or ‘semi-educated’) readers, and so to preserve the intellectual’s seclusion from the ‘mass’.


The ‘mass’ is, of course, a fiction. Its function, as a linguistic device, is to eliminate the human status of the majority of people – or, at any rate, to deprive them of those distinctive features that make users of the term, in their own esteem, superior. Its usage seems to have been originally neither cultural nor political but religious. St Augustine writes of a massa damnata or massa perditionis (condemned mass; mass of perdition), by which he means the whole human race, with the exception of those elect individuals whom God has inexplicably decided to save.1 Even in modern times, the belief that God is implicated in the condemnation of the mass lingers on among intellectuals, as I show in Chapter 4. Those not saved will, Augustine trusts, burn in Hell. This well-established Christian precedent for disposing of the surplus ‘mass’ by combustion was, as my final chapter notes, given practical expression in our century in Hitler’s death camps.


My first four chapters are based on the T. S. Eliot Memorial Lectures that I gave at the University of Kent in November 1989. I added the remaining ‘case studies’ because I wanted to see how the ideas in the lectures would apply to a number of individual writers, each of whom was conscious (though in contrasting ways) of the ‘mass’ as a new and challenging presence, and none of whom I had had a chance to write on before.


I should like to thank Mrs Valerie Eliot, Matthew Evans, Robert McCrum and the other directors of Faber and Faber for inviting me to give the Eliot Lectures. For my generous welcome at Canterbury, and for enthusiastic feedback and criticism, I am indebted to Shirley Barlow, Master of Eliot College, Bill Bell, Keith Carabine, David Ellis, Krishnan Kumar and Michael Irwin. I greatly enjoyed and benefited from my stay among them.


The first of my two chapters on Wells was given, in shorter form, as the 1990 Henry James Lecture at the Rye Festival. I am grateful to Dr lone Martin and to Anthony Neville, that prince of booksellers, for endowing the lecture and asking me to give it. Dr Martin and her husband kindly entertained me at Lamb House, where I had the unexpected (and, given this book’s general tenor, rather inappropriate) honour of sleeping in Henry James’s bedroom.


To record all the friends and colleagues I have pestered and gained stimulus from would make an embarrassingly long list, but six I cannot omit – David Bodanis, David Bradshaw, Martin Green, David Grylls, Peter Kemp and Craig Raine, for whose wisdom and encouragement, much thanks.





John Carey,


Merton College, Oxford,


March 1992




Notes


1 – See Augustine’s Enchiridion in J. Rivière (ed.), Oeuvres de Saint Augustin, Vol. IX, Exposés Généraux de la Foi, Desclée de Brouwer, Paris, 1947, pp. 152, 346–7, and Contra Duas Epistulas Pelagianorum, Book 2, Para. 13, in F. J. Thonnard, E. Bleuzen and A. C. de Veer (eds.), Oeuvres, Vol. XXIII, 1974. See also the use of massa in the Vulgate, Romans 9: 21, from which Augustine derives the term.
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The Revolt of the Masses





The classic intellectual account of the advent of mass culture in the early twentieth century was by the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset. His book was called, in its English translation, The Revolt of the Masses, and it was published in 1930. The root of its worries is population explosion. From the time European history began, in the sixth century, up to 1800, Europe’s population did not, Ortega points out, exceed 180 million. But from 1800 to 1914 it rose from 180 to 460 million. In no more than three generations Europe had produced ‘a gigantic mass of humanity which, launched like a torrent over the historic area, has inundated it’.1 Other writers, of quite different casts of mind from Ortega y Gasset, viewed this phenomenon with similar dismay. H. G. Wells, for example, refers to ‘the extravagant swarm of new births’ as ‘the essential disaster of the nineteenth century’.2


In Ortega’s analysis, population increase has had various consequences. First, overcrowding. Everywhere is full of people – trains, hotels, cafés, parks, theatres, doctors’ consulting rooms, beaches. Secondly, this is not just overcrowding; it is intrusion. The crowd has taken possession of places which were created by civilization for the best people. A third consequence is the dictatorship of the mass. The one factor of utmost importance in the current political life of Europe is the accession of the masses to complete social power. This triumph of ‘hyperdemocracy’ has created the modern state, which Ortega sees as the gravest danger threatening civilization. The masses believe in the state as a machine for obtaining the material pleasures they desire, but it will crush the individual.3


Ortega’s ideas recall those of Nietzsche, who prefigures many of the developments we shall be concerned with. Nietzsche similarly deplores overpopulation. ‘Many too many are born,’ his Zarathustra declares, ‘and they hang on their branches much too long. I wish a storm would come and shake all this rottenness and worm-eatenness from the tree!’ Where the ‘rabble’ drink, all fountains are poisoned. Zarathustra also denounces the state, which overwhelms the individual. It is ‘the coldest of all cold monsters’. In it ‘universal slow suicide is called life’. It was invented for the sake of the mass – ‘the superfluous’. Nietzsche’s message in The Will to Power is that a ‘declaration of war on the masses by higher men is needed’. The times are critical. ‘Everywhere the mediocre are combining in order to make themselves master.’ The conclusion of this ‘tyranny of the least and the dumbest’ will, he warns, be socialism – a ‘hopeless and sour affair’ which ‘negates life’.4


We should see Nietzsche, I would suggest, as one of the earliest products of mass culture. That is to say, mass culture generated Nietzsche in opposition to itself, as its antagonist. The immense popularity of his ideas among early twentieth-century intellectuals suggests the panic that the threat of the masses aroused. W. B. Yeats recommended Nietzsche as ‘a counteractive to the spread of democratic vulgarity’, and George Bernard Shaw nominated Thus Spake Zarathustra as ‘the first modern book that can be set above the Psalms of David’. True, Nietzsche’s acolytes seem often to have read him selectively, in a bid to harmonize his doctrines with socialism, democracy or even feminism. The influential A. R. Orage, for example, editor of the New Age (which featured some eighty items relating to Nietzsche between 1907 and 1913), published two studies of Nietzsche which give a very partial idea of their subject. However, Orage’s admiration for the ‘white heat’ of Nietzsche’s brain is unstinting, and he reports that Nietzsche is being discussed all over Europe in ‘the most intellectual and aristocratically-minded circles’.5


Nietzsche’s view of the mass was shared or prefigured by most of the founders of modern European culture. Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People of 1882 showed the isolated, righteous individual as the victim of the corrupt mass. Flaubert wrote in 1871 – a decade before Nietzsche published Thus Spake Zarathustra – ‘I believe that the mob, the mass, the herd will always be despicable.’ One could not, Flaubert asserts, elevate the masses even if one tried.6 The great Norwegian novelist Knut Hamsun provides an extreme example of this anti-democratic animus. Hamsun’s novel Hunger, published in 1890, was a seminal modernist text. Thomas Mann, Hermann Hesse and Gide all recorded their debt to Hamsun, and Isaac Bashevis Singer has called him ‘the father of the modern school of literature’. Hamsun’s Nietzschean view of the mass is epitomized in a speech by his character Ivar Kareno, hero of the Kareno trilogy, a young, struggling author of fiercely anti-democratic views:




I believe in the born leader, the natural despot, the master, not the man who is chosen but the man who elects himself to be ruler over the masses. I believe in and hope for one thing, and that is the return of the great terrorist, the living essence of human power, the Caesar.





Hamsun eventually found his great terrorist in Hitler, and he was the only major European intellectual to remain faithful to him to the end. A week after Hitler’s suicide he published an admiring obituary in which he celebrates the Führer as ‘a warrior for mankind, and a prophet of the gospel of justice for all nations’. ‘His fate,’ mourns Hamsun, ‘was to arise in a time of unparalleled barbarism which finally felled him.’7


The ‘Revolt of the Masses’ which these cultural celebrities deplored was shaped by different factors in each European country. In England, the educational legislation of the last decades of the nineteenth century, which introduced universal elementary education, was crucial.8 The difference between the nineteenth-century mob and the twentieth-century mass is literacy. For the first time, a huge literate public had come into being, and consequently every aspect of the production and dissemination of the printed text became subject to revolution. ‘Never before had there been such reading masses,’ remarked H. G. Wells. ‘The great gulf that had divided the world hitherto into the readers and the non-reading mass became little more than a slightly perceptible difference in educational level.’9


Wells exaggerated. Educational differences remained extreme. But a revolution had taken place, and George Bernard Shaw assessed it with characteristic clarity. In 1879 his novel Immaturity was turned down by almost every London publisher. Looking back on this event, and working out the reasons for it, he realized that a radical change had occurred in the reading public. ‘The Education Act of 1871,’ he explained, ‘was producing readers who had never before bought books, nor could have read them if they had.’ Publishers were finding that people wanted not George Eliot nor the ‘excessively literary’ Bernard Shaw, but adventure stories like Stevenson’s Treasure Island and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. In this situation, Shaw concludes, ‘I, as a belated intellectual, went under completely.’10


Shaw was joking, of course. He did not go under, but he made a conscious decision to write for the millions. By the end of the 1880s he had made himself, as Max Beerbohm acknowledged, ‘the most brilliant and remarkable journalist in London’. Newspapers, Shaw conceded, were ‘fearfully mischievous’ but indispensable, so he resolved to use them for self-publicity.11


It was to cater for the post-Education-Act reading public that the popular newspaper came into being. The pioneer was Alfred Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe. In 1896 he launched the Daily Mail, the paper with the biggest circulation at the start of the twentieth century. Its slogan was ‘The Busy Man’s Paper’ – a hit at the idea of a leisured élite. ‘A newspaper,’ Northcliffe insisted, ‘is to be made to pay. Let it deal with what interests the mass of people.’ The principle of his new journalism was ‘giving the public what it wants’. To intellectuals, this naturally sounded ominous. Intellectuals believe in giving the public what intellectuals want; that, generally speaking, is what they mean by education.12


Furthermore, the popular newspaper presented a threat, because it created an alternative culture which bypassed the intellectual and made him redundant. By adopting sales figures as the sole criterion, journalism circumvented the traditional cultural élite. In an important sense, too, it took over the function of providing the public with fiction, thus dispensing with the need for novelists. This development hinged on the emergence, in the later nineteenth century, of what became known as the human-interest story, a kind of journalism Northcliffe encouraged. In the Daily Mail, and its rival, Beaverbrook’s Daily Express, the concept of ‘news’ was deliberately extended beyond the traditional areas of business and politics to embrace stories about the everyday life of the ordinary people. As Helen MacGill Hughes points out, this level of journalism supplied for the masses essentially the same aesthetic pleasure that literature gave to the more sophisticated, and commercialized what had previously circulated informally as a component of popular culture – in gossip, ballad and broadsheet. The question ‘What are human-interest stories for?’ observes Hughes, will have the same answer as the question ‘What are novels for?’13


Among European intellectuals hostility to newspapers was widespread. The rabble ‘vomit their bile, and call it a newspaper’, according to Nietzsche. ‘We feel contemptuous of every kind of culture that is compatible with reading, not to speak of writing for, newspapers.’14 Surveying the cultural scene in the Criterion in 1938, T. S. Eliot maintained that the effect of daily or Sunday newspapers on their readers was to ‘affirm them as a complacent, prejudiced and unthinking mass’.15 The cultural arbiter F. R. Leavis carried on an extended campaign against newspapers, and the linked evil of advertising, in the pages of Scrutiny. The mass media aroused ‘the cheapest emotional responses,’ he warned; ‘Films, newspapers, publicity in all forms, commercially-catered fiction – all offer satisfaction at the lowest level.’16 Scrutiny itself made no bid for the popular market, never printing more than 750 copies per issue in the 1930s.17 Superciliousness about newspapers was displayed even by writers who were prepared to boost their income by writing for them. Evelyn Waugh, for example, satirized Fleet Street in Scoop and in Vile Bodies, where Lord Monomark of the Daily Excess represents Beaverbrook.


For some male intellectuals, a regrettable aspect of popular newspapers was that they encouraged women. In the Nietzschean tradition the emancipation and education of women were signs of modern shallowness. The man who has depth, Nietzsche pronounces, can think of women only in an ‘oriental way’. Thus Spake Zarathustra contains the famous advice ‘Are you visiting women? Do not forget your whip.’18 Northcliffe, by contrast, started a new trend among newspaper proprietors by considering women readers worthy of attention. In 1891 he launched a cheap illustrated women’s weekly, Forget-Me-Not, which achieved a circulation of over 140,000 in three years, and paved the way for the highly successful Home Chat. He also insisted on two columns of articles devoted to women’s concerns in the Daily Mail. As D. L. Le Mahieu has shown in his study of nascent mass media, popular journalism became, however imperfectly, a channel for awareness, independence and self-reliance among women. Male intellectuals reacted predictably. Attacking tabloids (of which Northcliffe’s Daily Mirror, launched in 1903, was the first), Holbrook Jackson held female readers responsible for the new evil of pictorial journalism. Women habitually think in pictures, he explains, whereas men naturally aspire to abstract concepts. ‘When men think pictorially they unsex themselves.’19


This contempt among intellectuals for newspapers is not, we should note, shared by the great fictional intellectual of the period, Sherlock Holmes. While the intellectuals were busy inventing alarming versions of the masses for other intellectuals to read, Conan Doyle created, in Holmes, a comforting version of the intellectual for mass consumption – specifically for the middle- and lower-middle-class readers of the Strand Magazine, where most of the Holmes stories appeared. Holmes is just as surely a product of mass culture as Nietzsche, his function being to disperse the fears of overwhelming anonymity that the urban mass brought. Holmes’s redemptive genius as a detective lies in rescuing individuals from the mass. Characteristically at the start of a story he scrutinizes the nondescript person who has arrived at his Baker Street rooms, observes how they dress, whether their hands are calloused, whether their shoe soles are worn, and amazes them by giving an accurate account, before they have spoken a word, of their jobs, their habits and their individual interests. The appeal of this Holmesian magic and the reassurance it brings to readers are, I would suggest, residually religious, akin to-the singling-out of the individual soul, redeemed from the mass, that Christianity promises. The first recorded instance of the Holmes method is, after all, in St John’s gospel, Chapter 4, where Christ astounds the woman of Samaria, whom he has met at a well, by telling her she has had five husbands and now lives with a man she is not married to – though whether he deduces this from her shoe soles, or whatever, is not revealed. At all events, newspapers, the bugbear of real-life intellectuals, are one of Holmes’s great enthusiasms, and a major resource in his battle against evil. He keeps huge files of newspaper cuttings, and uses the personal columns of newspapers to contact cab-drivers and other chance witnesses who might assist him in his inquiries. The role of the personal column in binding society into a reading group is, admittedly, one of the less likely aspects of the Holmesian mise-en-scène, but its function is to combat the isolation and loneliness of mass man. Holmes’s passion for newspapers extends to an intimate knowledge of their typefaces, invaluable when confronted with criminals who use cut-up newsprint for their correspondence. Holmes claims in The Hound of the Baskervilles that he can identify any newspaper typeface on sight; ‘though I confess that once when I was very young I confused the Leeds Mercury with the Western Morning News.’20


Sherlock Holmes’s adoption of the newspaper as an ally, when contrasted with the intellectuals’ horror of newsprint, marks a fault line along which English culture was dividing. A gulf was opening, on one side of which the intellectual saw the vulgar, trivial working millions, wallowing in newsprint, and on the other side himself and his companions, functionless and ignored, reading Virginia Woolf and the Criterion – T. S. Eliot’s cultural periodical, the circulation of which was limited, even in its best days, to some 800 subscribers.21  This view of England on opposite sides of a gulf is the one taken by F. R. Leavis in his first work, Mass Civilisation and Minority Culture, published in 1930. Leavis writes in the belief that ‘culture is at a crisis’ unprecedented in history. The mass media – radio, film, Northcliffe’s newspapers – have brought about ‘an overthrow of standards’. The small minority capable of a discerning appreciation of art and literature, on whom ‘the possibilities of fine living at any time’ depend, is beleaguered and ‘cut off as never before from the powers that rule the world’. Authority has disappeared and, Leavis observes, an ominous new term, ‘highbrow’, has come into being to designate deviants like himself. ‘The minority is made conscious, not merely of an uncongenial, but of a hostile environment.’22


To highbrows, looking across the gulf, it seemed that the masses were not merely degraded and threatening but also not fully alive. A common allegation is that they lack souls. Thomas Hardy writes in 1887:




You may regard a throng of people as containing a certain small minority who have sensitive souls; these, and the aspects of these, being what is worth observing. So you divide them into the mentally unquickened, mechanical, soulless; and the living, throbbing, suffering, vital, in other words into souls and machines, ether and clay.23





In The Waste Land Eliot associates the crowds of office workers who swarm across London Bridge with the dead in Dante’s Inferno:








A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,


I had not thought death had undone so many.











The implication seems to be that London’s crowds are not really alive, and this would correspond to Nietzsche’s claim that what is called life in the modern state is really slow suicide. Largely through Eliot’s influence, the assumption that most people are dead became, by the 1930s, a standard item in the repertoire of any self-respecting intellectual. Orwell includes it when portraying the conversation of two representative intellectuals in Keep the Aspidistra Flying:




My poems are dead because I’m dead. You’re dead. We’re all dead. Dead people in a dead world … life under a decaying capitalism is deathly and meaningless … Look at all these bloody houses and the meaningless people inside them! Sometimes I think we’re all corpses. Just rotting upright.24





The idea that mass existence cannot properly be called life had a strong appeal for D. H. Lawrence, the major English disciple of Nietzsche, whose works he first came across in Croydon Public Library in 1908. His own inherent superiority to representatives of mass humanity, especially non-white mass humanity, struck Lawrence forcibly. He wrote to Lady Cynthia Asquith from Ceylon, assuring her that the natives were ‘in the living sense lower than we are’.25 When he went to Mexico, it was again apparent to him that a natural ascendancy elevated him above the natives. Only the higher forms of life really live, he argues; the lower merely survive:




Life is more vivid in the dandelion than in the green fern, or than in the palm tree,


Life is more vivid in a snake than in a butterfly.


Life is more vivid in a wren than in an alligator …


Life is more vivid in me, than in the Mexican who drives the wagon for me.26





In Kangaroo, a character whose experiences closely resemble Lawrence’s extends this criticism of inferior life forms to cover the majority of the earth’s inhabitants: ‘The mass of mankind is soulless … Most people are dead, and scurrying and talking in the sleep of death.’27 If most people are dead already, then their elimination becomes easier to contemplate, since it will not involve any real fatality. In D. H. Lawrence we can see this thought developing. The ending of mankind has evident imaginative allure for him and for leading Lawrentian characters. In Mornings in Mexico he feels drawn to the theory that the sun may convulse and ‘worlds go out like so many candles’: ‘I like to think of the whole show going bust, bang! – and nothing but bits of chaos flying about.’28 Dismayed by the war, he suggested to Lady Ottoline Morrell in 1915: ‘It would be nice if the Lord sent another flood and drowned the world.’29 He accepts, in Fantasia of the Unconscious, that at certain historical periods men must ‘fall into death in millions’, and regards this as no more dreadful than the fall of leaves in autumn. Given the condition of modern man, he feels inclined to say, ‘Three cheers for the inventors of poison gas.’30 Hatred of mankind and the wish to exterminate it become associated in Lawrence’s mind with the idea of being cleansed and happy: ‘To learn plainly to hate mankind, to detest the spawning human-being,’ he writes in 1917, ‘that is the only cleanliness now.’ The thought of the earth ‘all grass and trees’, with no works of man at all, ‘just a hare listening to the inaudible – that is Paradise’.31


The old, the sick and the suffering suggest themselves as particularly ripe for extermination. Nietzsche affirms that ‘the great majority of men have no right to existence, but are a misfortune to higher men’.32 He blames the corruption of the European races on the preservation of sick and suffering specimens.33 The breeding of the future master race will entail, he warns, the ‘annihilation of millions of failures’.34 The actual method of annihilation is generally left vague, both in Nietzsche and Lawrence, but Lawrence has a chilling passage in a letter of 1908, in which he explains to Blanche Jennings how he would dispose of society’s outcasts:




If I had my way, I would build a lethal chamber as big as the Crystal Palace, with a military band playing softly, and a Cinematograph working brightly; then I’d go out in the back streets and main streets and bring them in, all the sick, the halt, and the maimed; I would lead them gently, and they would smile me a weary thanks; and the band would softly bubble out the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’.35





What else would softly bubble out in order to make his lethal chamber lethal, Lawrence even here does not specify, but maybe his later interest in poison gas gives a clue to the direction of his imaginings.


It is fair to add that both Nietzsche and Lawrence thirst, at times, for an annihilation that will cancel not only the human race but themselves as well. ‘Man,’ muses Nietzsche in The Will to Power, is ‘a little, eccentric species of animal, which – fortunately – has its day … the earth itself, like every star, [is] a hiatus between two nothingnesses’.36 Lawrence, writing to E. M. Forster in 1916, feels gladdened by the prospect that war and violent death will wipe out all the hordes of mankind, and adds: ‘I think it would be good to die, because death would be a clean land with no people in it: not even the people of myself.’37 This ardour for extinction has persisted among the intellectually superior into the nuclear age, at least in a dandified form. Evelyn Waugh told readers of the Daily Mail in 1959 that nuclear threat did not worry him, because he could see ‘nothing objectionable in the total destruction of the earth’.38


A more selective way of eliminating the mass might be found, some intellectuals believed, through the science of eugenics. The term eugenics was coined by Francis Galton in the 1880s, and the Eugenics Education Society, founded in 1907 (the name was shortened to the Eugenics Society in 1926), hoped that by discouraging or preventing the increase of inferior breeds, and by offering incentives to superior people to propagate, the danger of degeneration inherent in the mass might be avoided. W. B. Yeats joined the Society; Shaw and Aldous Huxley were sympathetic. T. S. Eliot’s line in ‘Gerontion’ about the Jew who was ‘Spawned in some estaminet of Antwerp’ suggests a belief in the importance of good breeding which would have been readily understood in eugenicist circles. As in so much else, Nietzsche was the trendsetter in this area of early twentieth-century progressive thought. In The Will to Power he contemplates the establishment of ‘international racial unions’ whose task will be to rear a master race – a new ‘tremendous aristocracy’ in which ‘the will of philosophical men of power and artist tyrants will be made to endure for millennia’. Meanwhile, there are certain people, such as chronic invalids and neurasthenics, for whom begetting a child should be made a crime. In numerous cases society ought to prevent procreation by the most rigorous means, including, if necessary, sterilization. The prohibition of life to decadents is, Nietzsche urges, vital.39


W. B. Yeats developed a keen interest in the beneficial potential of eugenics which was stimulated by his reading of Raymond B. Cattell’s The Fight for Our National Intelligence, published in 1937. The passing of a Eugenic Sterilization Law in Germany in 1933 had alarmed moderates in the Eugenics Society, but Cattell congratulates the Nazis on being the first government to adopt sterilization of the unfit as a means to racial improvement. Yeats, too, is undeterred by developments in Germany. In On the Boiler, published in 1939, he records the conviction of ‘well-known specialists’ (i.e. Cattell) that the principal European nations are all degenerating in body and mind, though the evidence for this has been hushed up by the newspapers lest it harm circulation. Following Cattell, Yeats reports that innate intelligence can now be measured, especially in children, with great accuracy, and tests prove that it is hereditary. If, for example, you take a group of slum children and give them better food, light and air, it will not increase their intelligence. It follows that education and social reform are hopeless as improvers of the breed. ‘Sooner or later we must limit the families of the unintelligent classes.’ This is the more urgent, Yeats warns, because these classes are breeding so rapidly: ‘Since about 1900 the better stocks have not been replacing their numbers, while the stupider and less healthy have been more than replacing theirs.’ The results are already apparent, Yeats suggests, in the degeneration of literature and newspapers and in regrettable benefactions, like Lord Nuffield’s (‘a self-made man’) to Oxford, which ‘must gradually substitute applied science for ancient wisdom’. Unfortunately, too, improvements in agriculture and industry are threatening to supply everyone with the necessities of life, and so remove ‘the last check upon the multiplication of the ineducable masses’. If this comes about, it




will become the duty of the educated classes to seize and control one or more of these necessities. The drilled and docile masses may submit, but a prolonged civil war seems more likely, with the victory of the skilful, riding their machines as did the feudal knights their armoured horses.





Yeats is cheered to recall that during the Great War Germany had only 400 submarine commanders – and, indeed, 60 per cent of the damage to shipping was the work of just twenty-four men. So the ability of a few educated people to massacre thousands of their fellow mortals should not be underestimated. Indeed, so favourable seem the auguries that Yeats’s main fear is that war between the élite and the masses will not break out after all: ‘The danger is that there will be no war, that the skilled will attempt nothing, that the European civilization, like those older civilizations that saw the triumph of their gangrel stocks, will accept decay.’ Though On the Boiler is Yeats’s most forthright contribution to the debate, eugenicist prinicples are, of course, readily observable in his poetry – as when he thanks his ancestors for providing him with blood ‘That has not passed through any huckster’s loin’.40


Dreaming of the extermination or sterilization of the mass, or denying that the masses were real people, was, then, an imaginative refuge for early twentieth-century intellectuals. Less drastic, but more practical, was the suggestion that the mass should be prevented from learning to read, so that the intellectual could once more dominate written culture. This idea is already present in Nietzsche, who opposes universal education. Education should remain a privilege, he insists. Great and fine things can never be common. ‘That everyone can learn to read will ruin in the long run not only writing, but thinking too.’41 D. H. Lawrence vigorously develops this theme. ‘Let all schools be closed at once,’ he exhorts. ‘The great mass of humanity should never learn to read and write.’ Illiteracy will save them from those ‘tissues of leprosy’, books and newspapers. Without education the masses will, Lawrence hopes, relapse into purely physical life. Boys will attend craft workshops, and it will be compulsory for them to learn ‘primitive modes of fighting and gymnastics’; girls will study domestic science. In this way the dangers of a ‘presumptuous, newspaper-reading population may be averted’.42


T. S. Eliot is less Utopian than Lawrence, but he regrets, in his essays, the spread of education, prophesying that it will lead to barbarism:




There is no doubt that in our headlong rush to educate everybody, we are lowering our standards … destroying our ancient edifices to make ready the ground upon which the barbarian nomads of the future will encamp in their mechanized caravans.





There are, he believes, too many books published. It is one of the evil effects of democracy. Another is the growth of colleges and universities. The numbers receiving higher education in England and America should, Eliot suggests, be cut by two-thirds. Further, there should be a revival of the monastic teaching orders. Students should return to the cloister, where they would be ‘uncontaminated by the deluge of barbarism outside’.43 The intellectual posture struck in these essays contrasts markedly, we should note, with Eliot’s actual conduct. In 1916, while he was reading Nietzsche, he was also taking a literature class, made up chiefly of women elementary schoolteachers, under the auspices of London University’s Committee for the Higher Education of Working People. He found the class keen and appreciative, and enormously enjoyed it. ‘These people,’ he told his father, ‘are the most hopeful sign in England, to me.’44 We should hardly guess this from Eliot’s essays, which subscribe to restrictive educational ideas of an orthodox intellectual kind, although these ran counter to his own experience.


The intellectuals’ response to the spread of education remained pessimistic.




The spectre of famine, of the plague, of war, etc., are mild and gracious symbols compared with that menacing figure, Universal Education, with which we are threatened, which has already eunuched the genius of the last five-and-twenty years of the nineteenth century, and produced a limitless abortion in that of future time,





bleated the Anglo-Irish novelist George Moore. ‘Universal education,’ jeered Aldous Huxley, ‘has created an immense class of what I may call the New Stupid.’45 Once more, Sherlock Holmes provides a contrast. In Conan Doyle’s story ‘The Naval Treaty’ Holmes and Watson are coming into London by rail past Clapham Junction, and Holmes suddenly remarks: ‘Look at those big, isolated clumps of buildings rising up above the slates, like brick islands in a lead-coloured sea.’ Watson is surprised: ‘The Board schools,’ he interjects inquiringly. ‘Lighthouses, my boy!’ enthuses Holmes. ‘Beacons of the future! Capsules, with hundreds of bright little seeds in each, out of which will spring the wiser, better England of the future.’ This was not a very realistic prediction of what the Board Schools would achieve, but its optimism was a deliberate counterblast to intellectual denigration.


The intellectuals could not, of course, actually prevent the masses from attaining literacy. But they could prevent them reading literature by making it too difficult for them to understand – and this is what they did. The early twentieth century saw a determined effort, on the part of the European intelligentsia, to exclude the masses from culture. In England this movement has become known as modernism. In other European countries it was given different names, but the ingredients were essentially similar, and they revolutionized the visual arts as well as literature. Realism of the sort that it was assumed the masses appreciated was abandoned. So was logical coherence. Irrationality and obscurity were cultivated. ‘Poets in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult,’ decreed T. S. Eliot.46 How deliberate this process of alienating the mass audience was is, of course, problematic and no doubt differed from case to case. But the placing of art beyond the reach of the mass was certainly deliberate at times. As Val Cunningham points out in his British Writers of the Thirties, Geoffrey Grigson founded the periodical New Verse in 1933 quite explicitly as a reaction against mass values. New Verse, Grigson planned, was to be verse rebarbative to the mass. In the first number he deplores the revolt of the masses, as analysed by Ortega y Gasset, and the vulgarization of ‘all the arts’ that it has occasioned. New Verse will provide a forum where writers are free from the limitations of mass intelligence, and can communicate exclusively with one another.47


Ortega y Gasset himself, in The Dehumanization of Art, reckons that it is the essential function of modern art to divide the public into two classes – those who can understand it and those who cannot. Modern art is not so much unpopular, he argues, as anti-popular. It acts ‘like a social agent which segregates from the shapeless mass of the many two different castes of men’. Ortega welcomes this process. For, being aristocratic, modern art compels the masses to recognize themselves for what they are – the ‘inert matter of the historical process’. It also helps the élite, the ‘privileged minority of the fine senses’, to distinguish themselves and one another ‘in the drab mass of society’. The time must come, Ortega predicts, when society will reorganize itself into ‘two orders or ranks: the illustrious and the vulgar’. Modern art, by demonstrating that men are not equal, brings this historical development nearer.


The means by which modern art antagonizes the masses is, Ortega observes, dehumanization. The masses seek human interest in art. In poetry, for example, they seek ‘the passion and pain of the man behind the poet’. They do not want the ‘purely aesthetic’. According to Ortega, these preferences prove the inferiority of the mass, because ‘grieving and rejoicing at such human destinies as a work of art presents or narrates [is] a very different thing from true artistic pleasure’. Preoccupation with the human content is ‘incompatible with aesthetic enjoyment proper’. Needless to say, Ortega’s edicts about what is ‘proper’ and ‘true’ in art are quite arbitrary, and could not be supported by rational argument. But his view of modern art as essentially excluding the mass has some interest, as a pointer to intellectual motivation.48


As an element in the reaction against mass values the intellectuals brought into being the theory of the avant-garde, according to which the mass is, in art and literature, always wrong. What is truly meritorious in art is seen as the prerogative of a minority, the intellectuals, and the significance of this minority is reckoned to be directly proportionate to its ability to outrage and puzzle the mass. Though it usually purports to be progressive, the avant-garde is consequently always reactionary. That is, it seeks to take literacy and culture away from the masses, and so to counteract the progressive intentions of democratic educational reform.


When early twentieth-century writers depict beneficiaries of this reform – representatives of the newly educated masses – they frequently do so with disdain. The effort of the mass to acquire culture is presented as ill-advised and unsuccessful. E. M. Forster, for example, in his novel Howards End depicts a lower-class young man called Leonard Bast, who works as a clerk in an insurance office. Leonard lives in a nasty modern flat, eats tinned food and is married to a vulgar young woman called Jacky, who is, Forster tells us, ‘bestially stupid’. It would be false to pretend that Forster is wholly unsympathetic to Leonard. His loyalty to Jacky verges on the tragic. But what Forster cannot condone is Leonard’s attempt to become cultured. If only his ancestors had stayed in the countryside, he might have made a robust shepherd or ploughboy. But like thousands of others, they were ‘sucked into the town’, and Leonard strives to educate himself by reading the English literary classics and going to symphony concerts. Despite these efforts, Forster makes it clear, Leonard does not acquire true culture. He has a ‘cramped little mind’; he plays the piano ‘badly and vulgarly’. There is, Forster assures us, not the least doubt that Leonard is inferior to most rich people. ‘He was not as courteous as the average rich man, nor as intelligent, nor as healthy, nor as lovable.’ The novel has a cautionary ending, for Leonard’s wish to obtain culture proves fatal. Attacked by one of the upper-class characters, he symbolically grabs at a bookcase for support, and it falls over on top of him, so that he dies of a heart attack. Such are the dangers of higher education, we gather, when it is pursued by the wrong people.49


Even more unsympathetic is Virginia Woolf’s depiction of Doris Kilman in her novel Mrs Dalloway. Miss Kilman is employed by the wealthy Dalloways to tutor their daughter Elizabeth. Though she is poor, Miss Kilman is independent, and has gained a degree in history. She is, in other words, just the sort of woman Virginia Woolf, as a campaigning feminist, might be expected to champion. But the social prejudices of an upper-middle-class intellectual prove stronger than feminism, and Miss Kilman is depicted as a monster of spite, envy and unfulfilled desire. She is plain and middle-aged; she wears a cheap green mackintosh; she perspires. She is consumed with bitter impotent hatred of rich people like the Dalloways, and she burns with hopeless lust for their young daughter. Her culture, like Leonard Bast’s, is a failure. She plays the violin but, Virginia Woolf tells us ‘the sound was excruciating; she had no ear’. Most degrading of all, she seeks comfort in Christianity, forfeiting her intellectual integrity in return for religious emotionalism. Virginia Woolf could scarcely have effected a clearer dissociation of herself from Miss Kilman.50


The early twentieth-century fictional character who stands out from these dismal representatives of mass man and mass woman is Leopold Bloom in James Joyce’s Ulysses. Bloom is not wholly uncultured. ‘There’s a touch of the artist about old Bloom,’ Lenehan concedes. However, Bloom is distinctly not a literary intellectual. The only book we see him buy is called Sweets of Sin. His interest in a statue of Venus is the rudimentary one of examining its private parts. We encounter him seated on his outdoor privy, reading the popular newspaper Tit-Bits. His job is canvassing advertisements for newspapers like the Evening Telegraph, and when we see him at the office Joyce intersperses his account with newspaper headlines.51  Joyce, then, pointedly embroils Bloom in newsprint and advertising, which were, for intellectuals, among the most odious features of mass culture. Virginia Woolf predictably condemned Ulysses in terms that relate to social class and lack of education. It is, she judges, an ‘illiterate, underbred book’, the product of ‘a self-taught working man, and we all know how distressing they are, how egotistic, insistent, raw, striking and ultimately nauseating … I’m reminded all the time of some callow board school boy.’52


Yet Bloom is not, of course, treated dismissively by Joyce. By the end of the novel, we know him more thoroughly than any character in fiction has ever been known before. We know his secrets, his intimate memories, his half-formed thoughts, his erotic fantasies. We watch him performing bodily functions of a kind strictly excluded from fiction hitherto. We know of his unspoken griefs – over the death of his son; over his father’s suicide. We know his height (5’9½”), his weight (11st 4lb), and the date on which he last had intercourse with his wife (27 November 1893).


Can we say, then, that in Ulysses mass man is redeemed? Is Joyce the one intellectual who atones for Nietzschean contempt of the masses, and raises mass man, or a representative of mass man, to the status of epic hero? To a degree, yes. One effect of Ulysses is to show that mass man matters, that he has an inner life as complex as an intellectual’s, that it is worthwhile to record his personal details on a prodigious scale. And yet it is also true that Bloom himself would never and could never have read Ulysses or a book like Ulysses. The complexity of the novel, its avant-garde technique, its obscurity, rigorously exclude people like Bloom from its readership. More than almost any other twentieth-century novel, it is for intellectuals only. This means that there is a duplicity in Joyce’s masterpiece. The proliferation of sympathetic imagining, which creates the illusion of the reader’s solidarity with Bloom, operates in conjunction with a distancing, ironizing momentum which preserves the reader’s – and author’s – superiority to the created life. The novel embraces mass man but also rejects him. Mass man – Bloom – is expelled from the circle of the intelligentsia, who are incited to contemplate him, and judge him, in a fictional manifestation.


I would suggest, then, that the principle around which modernist literature and culture fashioned themselves was the exclusion of the masses, the defeat of their power, the removal of their literacy, the denial of their humanity. What this intellectual effort failed to acknowledge was that the masses do not exist. The mass, that is to say, is a metaphor for the unknowable and invisible. We cannot see the mass. Crowds can be seen; but the mass is the crowd in its metaphysical aspect – the sum of all possible crowds – and that can take on conceptual form only as metaphor. The metaphor of the mass serves the purposes of individual self-assertion because it turns other people into a conglomerate. It denies them the individuality which we ascribe to ourselves and to people we know.


Being essentially unknowable, the mass acquires definition through the imposition of imagined attributes. The attribute of the newspaper was, as we have seen, a particularly potent aid in imagining the mass for early twentieth-century intellectuals. Another curiously persistent attribute, worth noting in conclusion, is tinned food. We saw that E. M. Forster’s Leonard Bast eats tinned food, a practice that is meant to tell us something significant about Leonard, and not to his advantage. The Norwegian Knut Hamsun waged intermittent war in his novels against tinned food, false teeth and other modern nonsense. T. S. Eliot’s typist in The Waste Land ‘lays out food in tins’. John Betjeman deplores the appetite of the masses for ‘Tinned fruit, tinned meat, tinned milk, tinned beans’. Tinned salmon is repeatedly a feature of lower-class cuisine in Graham Greene. Greene records that this had a real-life origin. His Nottingham landlady always gave him tinned salmon at high tea, which he would surreptitiously feed to his dog – though it made the dog sick. H. G. Wells’s Mr Polly buys, to cheer himself up, ‘a ruddily decorated tin of a brightly pink fish-like substance known as “Deep Sea Salmon”’, and the most odious of all Wells’s characters, the dastardly forger Mr Lucas Holderness in Love and Mr Lewisham, is another tinned-salmon addict. George Orwell, in The Road to Wigan Pier, maintains that the First World War could never have happened if tinned food had not been invented. He blames tinned food for destroying the health of the British people. ‘We may find in the long run that tinned food is a deadlier weapon than the machine gun.’


Other instant foods are occasionally attacked by intellectuals. The gentle simple-lifer and sex-maniac Eric Gill, for example, claimed that Bird’s Custard Powder was equivalent to blasphemy. But tinned food bore the brunt of the attack, and it is significant in this respect that in the work of an unintellectual or anti-intellectual writer, Jerome K. Jerome, who was designedly catering for the newly literate masses, tinned food should become genial and amusing. One of Jerome K. Jerome’s most famous comic scenes in Three Men in a Boat is constructed round a tin of pineapple. The Morning Post cited Jerome K. Jerome as an example of the sad results to be expected from the over-education of the lower orders.53


In the intellectual’s conceptual vocabulary tinned food becomes a mass symbol because it offends against what the intellectual designates as nature: it is mechanical and soulless. As a homogenized, mass product it is also an offence against the sacredness of individuality, and can therefore be allowed into art only if satirized and disowned. When Andy Warhol filled the Ferus Gallery, Los Angeles, with paintings of Campbell’s Soup Tins in 1962, his controversial impact depended on the intrusion into high art of a mass icon which early twentieth-century intellectuals had successfully outlawed.
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