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Praise for the Original Edition of “Dumbth”



“It’s a delicious feeling to have something you’ve felt was true for a long time finally confirmed by somebody else—especially when it’s documented, published, and worded better than you could do Good old American know-how has become don’t-know-how. Steve Allen has dubbed this growing national trait ‘dumbth.’ … It’s deliciously infuriating to read case after case of anecdotal evidence…. The examples are numerous and hilarious…. You expect a good social critic not only to lay out the problem, but offer solutions. In this department, Allen doesn’t fool around…. It takes but two words to defend the man’s work: He’s right.” —St. Petersburg Times




“Allen deserves credit for addressing a very real and growing national problem.” —Booklist (featured review)




“Readers will find entertaining anecdotes—and something to think about.” —Library Journal




“Polymath Allen brings his considerable talents to bear on a phenomenon that is increasingly a concern of critics of contemporary Americans—the ‘unprecedented amount of mental incapacitation’ in our society…. Instructive in a pleasing, popular way…. tempering missionary zeal with humor and humaneness, Allen addresses a sorry condition and, better yet, suggests solutions.” —Publishers Weekly




“‘Dumbth’ breaks new ground…. A book like this is long overdue. Allen has written something that’s easily accessible despite its subject. He doesn’t preach, bore, or condescend. He writes with honesty, candor, thought, and humor.” —Waterbury Republican
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Should the human race not be extinguished by a nuclear war it will degenerate into a flock of stupid, dumb creatures under the tyranny of dictators who rule them with the help of machines and electronic computers.

This is no prophecy, just a nightmare.

—Max Born,
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists,
November 1965

There is no expedient to which a man will not resort to avoid the real labor of thinking.

—Sir Joshua Reynolds
(1723–1792)

I think the world is run by C-students.

—Al Maguire     

I know from my own experience that in the last twenty years the world has moved a very long way towards conformism and passivity. So long a way that the distance is, to me, both frightening and disconcerting. I have been all the more sensitive to it because I have spent this time in the isolation of a contemplative monastery, and have only recently come back into contact (through certain discrete readings and conversations) with the America which I used to know as a rather articulate, critical and vociferously independent place. It is certainly not so any more. Not that the people do not complain and criticize, but their complaints and criticisms, indeed their most serious concerns, seem to be involved in trivialities and illusions—against a horrifying background of impending cosmic disaster. It seems to me that for all our pride in our freedom and individuality we have completely renounced thinking for ourselves. What passes for “thinking” is mass-produced, passively accepted, or not even accepted. We simply submit to the process of being informed, without anything actually registering on our mind at all. We are content to turn on a switch and be comforted by the vapid, but self-assured slogans of the speaker who, we fondly hope, is thinking for the whole nation.

—Thomas Merton,
Preface, Disputed Questions





Acknowledgments

I must, first of all, express profound gratitude to the hundreds of my fellow Americans who, by their striking ineptitude in performing certain services for me over the last few decades gave me the idea for this book in the first place and kept my enthusiasm for the project constantly vigorous by almost daily replenishing the store of incidents that illustrate my thesis. The examples of what I call dumbth have not, of course, been drawn only from my personal experience. The journalistic record has provided a good many, all of considerably more importance than the daily they’ve-lost-my-luggage-again sort of frustration now so common.

I must also thank Janice Silver of my office staff for listening to endless hours of dictated cassette tapes (I do not use a typewriter) and doing a very good job of transcribing my remarks, often to the distraction of such background noises as airplane engines, New York street traffic, the chattering of grandchildren, and other sounds natural to the scores of places through which I happened to be moving when many of the observations that follow occurred to me.

Ms. Silver, who has now taken over more editorial responsibilities, has also been helpful in making order of the sometimes paper-blizzard chaos that I daily produce.

I’m extremely grateful, too, to Jean Hammer, a recent addition to our staff who has done heroic work in transcribing daily dictation, to our head-secretary Gioia Heiser for fending off documents connected with other projects so that I have been able to concentrate on this one, and also for arranging each day to get me to the right place at the right time.

I thank the scores of readers and television viewers who, knowing of my interest in the problem of dumbth, have contributed personal stories and other relevant materials.

And I am grateful to my editor at Prometheus, Steven Mitchell, for his encouragement and careful attention, as well as to Paul Kurtz, the publisher of Prometheus Books, a company that continues to bring out a great many vitally needed works as distinguished from the froth and entertainment-reading that dominates the publishing industry at present.






The Problem





Introduction

In 1991 Prometheus Books was kind enough to publish “Dumbth” —And 81 Ways to Make Americans Smarter, a study I had written out of what had become literally daily frustration with the degree of goofola thinking, speech, and behavior that had become so dominant and for which I coined the word “dumbth.” That there is now a demand for a freshened-up edition is a testimonial, I believe, not so much to the original book’s virtues as to the continuing, ever-growing seriousness of the problem it addresses.

At no time, sad to say, had I ever assumed that the simple publication of my study would make any sort of measurable dent in the large problem. Such gloomy fears were all too well confirmed in a late-October 1997 report from the National Assessment of Educational Progress, which reminded the nation again that far too many students lack even a basic grasp of science. Only 26 percent of 4th graders and 18 percent of 12th graders tested in 1996 could be described as proficient in science, and only 3 percent could be said to have advanced knowledge. Even more depressing was the finding that 67 percent of Hispanic high school seniors and 77 percent of African-Americans scored below the basic level, which refers to such things as the ability to identify ice as the solid form of water.

Perhaps the most dramatic demonstration of the continuing erosion of our personal intelligence is in the language as spoken on the street. The comparison here is not to some Golden Age in which most of us spoke grammatically most of the time, but rather to relatively recent periods—let’s arbitrarily say the 1950’s. As we approach the end of the century it now appears that millions of Americans have become so addicted to unnecessary and sometimes would-be hip word-clutter that we should perhaps consider adding the coherent, grammatical English sentence to the list of endangered species.

Two prime indicators are the phrase you know and the word like. I submit that there must be a direct correlation between the number of times a person will use the phrase you know in a given sentence and his I.Q. Let us suppose we want to convey some simple, factual message. It might be “I went to the mall yesterday and bought a pair of jeans, and then decided that I’d have a burger and some fries before I went home.” Even so inelegant a level of verbal accomplishment would now seem like a great achievement. More often the message comes out as follows. “I went to the—uh—you know, mall yesterday and bought a pair of you know, like jeans—cool—and then decided to have a—uh—you know, like a burger and, you know, some fries, you know?”

For reasons I have not as yet determined young women—teenagers—are more given to using the word like as a sort of verb-substitute. “So I’m like hey, mom, can I have the keys to the car? And she’s like no—and I’m like, oh yeah? Well like you’d better give ‘em to me or I’m gonna be like so pissed.”

One is tempted at this point to digress about the degree to which American speech has become so incredibly vulgarized in recent years, but that ugly factor is rooted in a sort of moral numbness and collapse of taste, which while they are related to the growing dumbth problem, are nevertheless distinguishable from it.

One of my most dependable comedy routines involves reading aloud what is generally recognized as the greatest short speech in the history of political rhetoric but as it might be delivered in the present day. I had first intended simply to insert the monologue here but will comment on the unhappy fact that it gets much bigger laughs when performed in front of mature audiences—50-plus—for the lamentable reason that the satire will seem funny only to those who know the Gettysburg Address. Let us therefore consider here, first, that milestone of compressed brilliance.


Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate—we can not consecrate—we can not hallow—this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.



Now let us entertain the fantasy that if Lincoln were here today and had somehow become contaminated by the virus of careless communication, his masterpiece might sound like this:



Four score and—uh—you know seven years ago—our fathers like, brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty and dedicated to the—uh—you know proposition that all men are, like, wow created equal.

Now we are engaged in a you know—great civil war, all right?—testing whether that nation, or, you know, like any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can, like, long endure, you know what I’m saying?

We are met on a great battlefield of that war. You know—been there; done that. Basically we have come to dedicate a portion of that, you know, field as a final resting place for those who here did the-give-your-life thing that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and, like, you know, proper that we should do this, okay? If you see where I’m coming from.

But, hey, let’s face it, in a larger sense we can not dedicate—we can not, like, consecrate—hallow—this ground. Give me a break. The brave men who struggled here, have, like, consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or, you know what I mean, detract.

The world will little note, nor long remember, hey, it couldn’t care less, what we say here. Listen, we’re history—But it can never forget what they did here, man.

Anyway, the Bottom Line is that it’s for us the living, rather, to be dedicated to the unfinished work which they who, like, fought here have thus far so nobly advanced, you know—the whole nine yards.

It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us and was that task great or what?—that from these honored dead we take, you know, like increased devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under—you know, the man upstairs—shall have a new birth of freedom—and, you know, that government of the people, by the people and,—guess what? for the people, shall not perish from the earth!! I’m outta here.



I have occasionally used the fact of widespread American ignorance as the basis for comedy routines, particularly those that are totally ad-libbed. In one instance, which has often been shown on television, I took a camera and microphone out to 38th Street in New York City’s garment district, and just began stopping people at random and putting one particular question to them. I emphasize that nothing here was planned, nothing rehearsed. The underlying fact of course is that not one of the several people I briefly chatted with had any idea as to the meaning of the key word employed.


STEVE
(to Man #1)

Here’s a question. Do you vote for the Presidency in this country sir?

MAN #1

I do, yes.

STEVE

If a person running for President was an acknowledged heterosexual would that matter to you?

MAN #1

I wouldn’t vote for him or her.

STEVE

Just because they’re a heterosexual?

MAN #1

Yes.

STEVE
(to Woman #1)

Simple Question:

If a person—seriously now—running for the Presidency of the United States revealed that he was an admitted heterosexual, in all honesty could you vote for him or her?

WOMAN #1

No.

STEVE
(to Man #2)

If a man who was running for the Presidency of the USA went on television and said “I admit I’ma heterosexual,” could you vote for him? Tell the truth. No joke.

MAN #2

Yes.

STEVE

On what grounds?

MAN #2

Well, every person is entitled to his own beliefs, his way of life and everything else. That doesn’t stand on his issues, on his capabilities. You judge a man on his capabilities, not on his private life.

STEVE

So even though you’re not of his persuasion you wouldn’t hold it against him?

MAN #2


That’s right.

STEVE
(to Woman #2)

If a person running for the United States Presidency were to go on TV and admit—admit—to being heterosexual, could you vote for that person?

WOMAN #2

Head over sexual?

STEVE

No, not head over sexual—heterosexual.

WOMAN #2

Oh, I don’t know. I’d have to think about it.

STEVE

You’d have to think about it. Well, you’ve got all the time in the world. Thank you, Josephine.

STEVE
(to Man #3)

If a man or a woman were running for the Presidency of the United States and that person was an admitted heterosexual, speak truly, no jokes. Could you vote for him or her?

MAN #3

I’d vote for her.

STEVE


You’d vote for her, but not for him?

MAN #3

No.

STEVE
(to Man #4)

If there were a person running for the Presidency who was an acknowledged heterosexual—speak the truth—could you vote for that person for President?

MAN #4

Say it again.

STEVE

I’m sorry, our time is up.

STEVE
(to Woman #4)

If a person went on television—running for the Presidency—and admitted to being a heterosexual could you vote for him?

WOMAN #4

Yes.

STEVE

You could?

WOMAN #4


Yes.

STEVE

On what grounds?

WOMAN #4

I don’t know.

STEVE

Have you ever voted for a heterosexual do you think?

WOMAN #4

Oh, no! No! You’re talking about sexual. No, no, no, never vote for that. Could you do anything for me? I’m singing.

STEVE

Could you do something for me? I’m dying.



As regards ignorance—a component of dumbth—it of course does not exist in the abstract but only in regard to specific applications. One of the areas in which we are poorly informed is that of geography, and I do not refer here to sophisticated, arcane elements of the discipline but to simple basics. I shall never forget my shock when on February 15, 1983, I saw an NBC Television newscast that included a feature about the astonishing ignorance of students not at some obscure, rural grade-school but the nationally-famous University of Miami, and in a geography class at that. A survey of more than a hundred of the class’s students showed that 42 percent didn’t know where London was! Several thought Quebec was in Alaska. One student believed the Falkland Islands were off the coast of England. More than half couldn’t find Chicago! Many weren’t too sure what part of Europe France was in. Greenland was mistaken for Iceland. And half of those polled didn’t know where Baja, California, was. But the final insult was that 8 percent of these students in Miami couldn’t place Miami on the map!

My wife, Jayne, and I were watching the dinner-hour newscast on which these distressing revelations were made. “Perhaps,” she said, “since that school is in Florida, a lot of the students may be immigrants, who wouldn’t know much about American geography and might have difficulty speaking English.”

A moment later, as the camera showed some of the students in class, and others being interviewed, we realized that Jayne’s charitable thought had no relevance to the situation: The faces shown were almost entirely Anglo; there were no Hispanic students.

An isolated exception? On the contrary, it is all too typical. A 1984 survey showed that 75 percent of the high school students questioned could not even locate Vietnam on a map, and approximately a third of them literally did not know that the United States had been involved in a war in that country!

In 1982, a poll of opinion on public issues among high school students revealed that more than 25 percent actually believed that the American landing on the moon had never occurred and was a matter of propaganda, fake photography, or CIA machinations.

An American teacher recently used the term “forbidden fruit,” and all of her third-year high school students drew a blank. In another instance, a teacher of juniors and seniors in a high school raised the question of what tribes had invaded England. Among the guesses were the Aztecs and the Jews.

The Progressive magazine, in their September 1984 issue, printed a letter from a David Carleton of West Lafayette, Indiana. The information he supplied was so shocking, I quote it here.


I am a doctoral student in international relations at Purdue University, and during the past spring semester I taught an introductory course in international relations. As part of that course, I decided to require the students to take a simple geography test. Each student was given a list of U.N. member nations and a map of the world that was divided into ten regions—North America, Central America, South America, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and Oceania.

The students were asked to specify the region in which each nation was located; in other words, they simply had to place each nation within several thousand miles of its actual location. Each student, moreover, was given a copy of both the list and the map two weeks before the test.

The following nations were identified as being in Central America: Liberia, Burma, Malawi, Bahrain, the Seychelles, Niger, Cabon, Nepal, Cape Verde, Comoros, Nigeria, the Philippines, Iceland, and, in an act of poetic justice, Vietnam.

Costa Rica was placed in Sub-Saharan Africa, Haiti in Western Europe, and Grenada—this was five months after the U.S. invasion—in Asia (Italics supplied.)



In a survey of a cross-section of high school graduates, 26 percent of those responding could not identify Mexico as the large country on the southern border of the United States.

And as of the beginning of 1989, approximately one-third of America’s high school students could not locate the United States on a map of the world.

According to the December 1988 issue of the Washington Monthly, a survey of American eight- to twelve-year-olds found that they could name 5.2 alcoholic beverages but only 4.8 presidents.

The bare fact is shocking enough, but when we stop to consider that the great majority of American children are at least familiar with the names of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, and presumably at least know the name of the president of the moment, the conclusion is that our nations eight- to twelve-year-olds know the name of only one or two additional presidents.

And it doesn’t stop at the schools. Martin Mand, vice-president of the DuPont Company, once told me that when he tells people he’s from Delaware sometimes he is asked, “Delaware? Which state is that in?”

Another Wilmington resident told me the following day that a national study revealed that 24 percent of Americans believe that Delaware is a city.

Mountains of evidence both in the form of statistical studies and personal testimonies establish that the American people are suffering from a new and perhaps unprecedented form of mental incapacitation.

I do not mean to suggest, by concentrating on the increasingly common ignorance of basic elements of national and world geography, which not too many years ago were well within the grasp of the average American twelve-year-old, that knowledge about towns, states, nations, continents, and oceans is either the only or at least the chief area in which we are now lamentably unin-formed. Would that it were so. But we are becoming equally dumb about history, politics, the rudiments of the marketplace, religion, the sciences, and, in fact, every significant category of human knowledge. There are obviously scholars and experts who are minding the store in these separate areas, but the gap between their knowledge and that of the average citizen is so hopelessly wide that there is at present almost no communication between the two camps. An early 1989 study, A World of Difference, conducted by the Educational Testing Service, compared the science and mathematics performance of thirteen-year-old students from the United States and twelve other countries. Korea’s students ranked number one. To the surprise of few informed people, United States students came in dead last.

So far we are talking, of course, about ignorance, and it is at least theoretically possible to be strikingly poorly informed and yet to reason fairly well. But I argue that there is a great deal more than ignorance troubling us at present. Side-by-side with this historically unfortunate factor, we are now, in a broad statistical sense, also guilty of a form of stupidity that, although also an ancient human problem, now threatens to swamp our efforts to conduct the affairs of an at least generally rational society and one also capable of dealing with dramatic new opportunities made possible by modern technology.

Ignorance about events in space and time is bad enough. But increasing numbers of today’s young people are ludicrously uninformed about the long-standing American rules of social and political conduct. Most frightening is the way many young people have embraced intolerance. There is a rise in racially based violence on college campuses, a proliferation of the “skinhead” groups, and alienation. Hate-related violence—harassment, vandalism, arson—has been documented on campuses from Columbia to the Citadel, from the University of Vermont to the University of Michigan. Reports Arthur Kropp of People for the American Way:


	A rabbinical student was fatally shot in Pittsburgh.

	A cross was burned on a University of Alabama campus.

	At the University of Vermont, fraternities were disciplined for spray-painting derogatory slogans that threatened homosexuals.

	At a community college in California, where Hispanics won seats in the student government for the first time, Anglos harassed their Mexican-American classmates, and two masked white men assaulted a young Mexican-American woman in a campus rest room.

	Outside San Francisco, young skinheads threw a teenage boy through a plate glass window when he tried to stop them from displaying anti-Semitic posters.



Another component of dumbth is simply a combination of feather-brained thinking and inability to reason out loud. For example, a Miss Alabama in a recent Miss Universe contest was asked, “If you could live forever, would you and why?” Her answer: “I would not live forever, because we should not live forever, because if we were supposed to live forever, then we would live forever, but we cannot live forever, which is why I would not live forever.”

I received a warm and complimentary letter recently from a gentleman employed in radio in a California city. In telling me he thoroughly supported certain opinions I had publicly expressed he said, “I completely agree with your sediments.”

Then there was the popular young television actress—whose name I deliberately withhold—who is the spokesperson for a federal antismoking program—who said, “Smoking kills. If you’re killed you’ve lost a very important part of your life.”

Another classic was the statement by Frank Rizzo, former police chief and mayor of the great city of Philadelphia, “The streets are safe in Philadelphia. It’s only the people who make them unsafe.”

I’m personally fond of the statement by Phillip Streifer, superintendent of schools in Barrington, Rhode Island, that, “After finding no qualified candidates for the position of principal, the school board is extremely pleased to announce the appointment of David Steele to the post.”

Another classic was the comment of Mayor Marion Barry of Washington, D.C., “Outside of the killings, Washington has one of the lowest crime rates in the country.”

But in the narrow category of odd statements by political leaders there’s no question that former Vice President Dan Quayle still holds the national championship. But before I quote Mr. Quayle it seems only fair to point out that there is a separate category of people who just seem to have trouble with their mouths, but who are not necessarily dumb or stupid. A classic instance from television history was that of Ed Sullivan, who had such trouble completing a coherent English sentence that to this day America’s comedians and impressionists still make fun of him. Anyone not knowing of his background would just assume that he was a lucky dodo who somehow stumbled into television despite his obvious weakness as a public speaker. But in fact Sullivan was a journalist and could not be accurately described as stupid.

Another similar instance from the television context is that of Lawrence Welk, for years a successful orchestra leader and television host, who was famous for his verbal mistakes. In one instance, while reading cue cards, Welk said, “and now here’s a song that was popular during World War Eye.” He was, of course, reading the Roman numeral one. As for Quayle his gaffes were so many that they became the delight of America’s comedy fraternity and news media, as well as a serious embarrassment to our nation’s conservatives, given that Quayle was one of their leaders.

Perhaps there should be some sort of separate study as to how a person of at least reasonable intelligence can, despite his mental endowments, speak so poorly. Given that poor speech represents poor thinking, such individuals could not possibly say, “I’m really very smart; I just speak like a dope.” But Quayle’s embarrassments were so numerous that an actual periodical called the Quayle Quarterly was published based on the fact of them. A few examples:

“The Holocaust was an obscene period in this century’s history. We all lived in this century. I didn’t live in this century.”

While making a speech on the importance of child care in Springfield, Illinois, “We understand the importance of having the bondage between the parent and the child.” He later explained he had meant to say bonding.

Additional classics: “I believe we are on an irreversible trend toward more freedom and democracy. But that could change.”

“Mars is essentially in the same orbit. Mars is somewhat the same distance from the sun, which is very important. We have seen pictures where there are canals, we believe, and water. If there is water that means there is oxygen. If oxygen that means we can breathe.”

“One word sums up probably the responsibility of any Vice President, and that one word is ‘to be prepared.’”

“If we do not succeed—then we run the risk of failure.”

Quayle says he supports efforts “to limit the terms of members of Congress—especially members of the House and members of the Senate.”

Quayle’s pronunciation of the world-famous Latin American hero Simon Bolivar—“Seaman Believer.”

Speaking at the Society of Professional Journalists Convention in Louisville, Kentucky, Quayle was asked about former KKK leader David Duke who had almost won the Senate race in Louisiana. He responded, “unfortunately the people of Louisiana are not racists.”

And, lastly, my personal favorite, “I stand by all the misstatements.”

Certain forms of dumbth are deadly. As of 1996, for example, there was a 23 percent increase in the number of skinhead groups, from thirty to thirty-seven. Since 1988 at least forty-nine murders had been attributed to skinheads.

Concerning the narrow problem of ignorance, I leave its solution to others. But this particular report will concentrate on the general sort of poor thinking and inefficiency that is now endemic.

The fact that you have already picked up this book suggests that you are prepared to at least entertain the possibility that, at present, Americans do not think as well as they should.

Indeed, they do not.

After absorbing the one hundred and one suggestions on the following pages, however, we may be able to do something about it.

To forestall one possible objection, I want to make it clear that this book is not intended to help people become rational about what might be called the dramatic aspects of their lives. While such a result would obviously be highly desirable, there is simply no manual, no combination of suggestions and aphorisms, however wise, that could produce such an effect.

Consider, for example, the case of a married man with an attractive, intelligent wife and three children. He becomes romantically involved with another woman, someone who, let us assume, would be judged by any disinterested party as considerably less appealing than his wife. We would all agree that the man in question is behaving both dangerously and foolishly. He is risking not only his own happiness, but that of his wife and children, not to mention that of the other woman. He is, in a word, behaving irrationally. But the compressed, condensed wisdom of all the wisest philosophers and theologians would be unequal to the task of advising our unfortunate subject how to promptly put the other woman out of his mind and resume a more sensible mode of behavior.

Just so, there is nothing whatever that sound advice alone can do to change the mind-set of the millions of unfortunate individuals suffering from phobias, neuroses, psychoses, and addictions.

It is perfectly reasonable to include the component of rationality as part of an assortment of arguments designed to change the behavior of the confused individual. My point is that we ought not to be deluded that a course in rationality is, in itself, sufficient.

Now, back to dumbth.

Beginnings have always fascinated me, whether related to trivial or important subject-matter. But often, even in our personal lives, we literally do not recall the precise moment at which something eventually important to us first became part of our experience. As regards my interest in dumbth, oddly enough I do recall the instance in which the enormity of the problem became crashingly clear.

It was back in 1948 that I came across a series of articles in the New Yorker written by humorist James Thurber, in which he reported what an extended study of radio soap-operas had revealed to him. After so many years, Thurber’s series has gone out of focus for me, except for one particular. He reported that whenever a character on a popular soap-opera died, had a baby, became engaged, or was married, thousands of listeners across the country would send the sort of letters and gifts it would be reasonable to send to real-life rather than make-believe characters.

If a soap-opera character had a baby, she would receive enormous quantities of booties, little caps or jackets, supplies of diapers, cards of congratulations, and so on. I was very young when I learned this, but I have never forgotten how the news depressed me. It still does. This particular aspect of the larger problem, in fact, is now worse than ever. And it was bad enough in the 1960s, when actor Robert Young, who played the title role in the popular television series Marcus Welby, M.D., received an average of five thousand letters every week seeking medical advice!

In 1968, when actor Leslie Nielsen played a brutal sheriff in the television film Shadow over Elviron, he received more than two hundred poison-pen letters. In addition to the naked hatred and anger the letters expressed, Nielsen noted, the language was shockingly vulgar. Perhaps the most surprising factor is that the majority of letters were written by women.

A classic instance of dumbth on a nationwide scale occurred in July 1982, when the ABC television network carried a program titled Pray TV, on which actor John Ritter played the role of an evangelist. Incredibly, the stations affiliated with the network received some 22,000 calls, many from people who wanted to pledge financial contributions. When I read about this in a column by Marvin Kitman in the New York newspaper Newsday, I found it difficult to believe. But a check with Peter Durlin of ABC’s publicity department established that Kitman’s information was reliable. Durlin reported that the various telephone companies involved had monitored and logged the incoming calls. Just after a scene in which the evangelist said, “We need your prayers,” a fictitious toll-free number was flashed on the screen. Many viewers around the country tried to phone the number to offer prayers and money.

Spuds MacKenzie, the dog introduced in television commercials in mid-1988, was receiving an average of five thousand letters a month. Not the trainer, not the sponsor, not the agent, not the handlers. The dog herself was getting the letters.

Two separate kinds of dumbth emerged during the years that actor Raymond Burr starred as a detective named Robert Ironside, who was confined to a wheelchair. Thousands of viewers sent him letters expressing sympathy for what they believed was his real-life paralysis, despite the fact that Burr had appeared in a great many motion pictures over a long span of years walking about like the rest of us. But the far more serious sort of dumbth came from those who wrote to the actor—generally addressing him not as Mr. Burr but as Mr. Mason, because he had in an earlier incarnation performed as Perry Mason—asking him for legal advice.

James Brolin, who played Dr. Steven Kiley on television, has commented on the same phenomenon. “There was a poll at one time that said the majority of the American people would nominate Robert Young and myself as President and Vice President. People trusted us that much.”

Lest we be overly critical of viewers so misguided we should perhaps pause to reflect that the American people did enthusiastically elect to the Presidency a man whose basic profession was that of radio announcer and who eventually, because he was a handsome fellow, because a film actor.

But in an interview with David Martindale Brolin revealed what is perhaps the most depressing aspect of this particular phenomenon. “There were,” he said, “so many doctors who would try to befriend me and they would start talking to me about different cases. And I would be thinking, You guys are in more of a fantasy than most of the audience. I’m not a doctor. I never studied with you guys.”

It is important to realize that these are not isolated cases. I wish to God they were. They are typical. When my late sister-in-law Audrey Meadows, who performed as Ralph Kramden’s wife, Alice, on The Honeymooners, did one episode, telecast in 1954, in which the Kramdens adopted a baby, Audrey later recalled, “It was a very funny script but also was tender and touching. And at the end—so we wouldn’t have to keep a child in the script forever—we had the doctor come in and tell us that the mother had changed her mind and that we had to give the baby back.”

Believe it or not the CBS network phone lines were active for the next several days acknowledging calls from highly emotional people who objected to Alice and Ralph having to give the little one up.

My referring to so many examples of evidence is not done for the purpose of confirming the underlying thesis, which has already been well established and would have been had I never been born. But it is still necessary to give the average citizen some idea of just how bad the situation has become so that finally, one hopes, we will reach a sort of critical mass where a combination of personal guilt and simple patriotic social sentiment will demand the kind of changes that are necessary.

There are many categories of problems, alas. As regards finding a cure for AIDS, for example, even our ablest scientific investigators have simply not as yet found the solution. When and if they finally do it will no doubt be promptly prescribed and made available. As regards the problem of dumbth, however, we already have quite a good fix as to what should be done. But the changes required will be costly, and in an age when it seems to be a national sport to complain about taxes, regardless of one’s personal wealth, the cost-factor alone would slow down remedial efforts.

Another difficulty is that there are numerous kinds of dumbth. One sort is dramatized in the context of the tobacco-addiction problem. I don’t know how anyone could have lived in the United States in the last two decades without having been repeatedly exposed to the tragic statistic that over 400,000 Americans die every year from the harmful effects of tobacco! That is far more than die from AIDS, but perhaps because AIDS has to do with sex it gets the bigger headlines. But—again—re-think that statistic; over 400,000 a year dying, often in agony, from the effects of smoking. Now if we were an even partly-rational species it would be reasonable to expect that those of us who had not yet become hooked on cigarettes would now avoid them. Recall what happens when from time to time there are news-media reports of diseases and infections from the use of a particular drug, or contaminated vegetable or fruit product, botulism infections from contaminated beef, etc. The immediate result, detectable often in just two or three days at the marketplace, is a sharp drop in sales of the endangering product. How then do we account for the fact that despite endless anti-smoking campaigns and repeated references to the four million of us who are dying each decade from smoke, the practice is nevertheless popular with armies of teenagers? It’s easy enough to perceive that here again dumbth is at work, so perhaps before we continue to lecture our young people about lung cancer, emphysema, or high blood pressure we should first have good, long talks with them about their own stupidity.

The same pattern shows itself as regards sexual activity. We now have in place in our schools and other branches of society well-designed programs of sex education and AIDS prevention, endorsed from federal to local levels, but a study by the Centers for Disease Control in 1991 revealed that as of two years earlier more than half of young women from fifteen to nineteen admitted that they had engaged in premarital sex by their late teens, which was nearly double the 28.6 percent reported in 1970.

It is odd, of course, that in the latter part of the twentieth century so much is being written about intelligence when, at the same time, there is no clear consensus as to what it is. One reason for this, I suppose, is that intelligence is not just one thing. But the absence of a clear-cut definition acceptable to the intellectual jury clearly does not mean that there is no such thing as intelligence, nor does it mean that we may not, to our benefit, continue to speculate about it. We have never been able to get the physical phenomenon of electricity into clear focus either, but no one doubts its existence. In any event, I argue that it is helpful to consider intelligence in its various aspects. We know from all too much daily experience that there are people who, according to certain criteria, are fairly well educated (at least they formally graduated from high schools and colleges) but, to use another metaphor, do not know enough to come in out of the rain. Then there are those who are in a certain observable sense reasonably bright—alert, quick-thinking, quick-speaking and yet are staggeringly ignorant about significant people, places, events, and ideas that distinguish their individual cultures and societies and hence are lacking many tools—words and ideas with which to reason.

Again, ignorance and stupidity are two of the chief factors comprising dumbth. But there are other elements, such as incompetence. In early 1983 the Ford Foundation, the Gannett Company, and other groups solicited responses from approximately 200 corporations and labor unions and 125 school administrators concerning the basic skills of American workers. Three-quarters of the corporations responding said they had had to institute programs of remedial training for their employees. The Center for Public Resources, the nonprofit organization that conducted the survey, reported that businesses may lose millions of dollars annually because their employees cannot read, write, or add well enough to handle basic tasks.

Nor should it be assumed that only lower-level workers are so poorly equipped. Half the corporations surveyed reported that their managers and supervisors could not write paragraphs free of grammatical and spelling errors.

In 1986 an enterprising publisher brought out a book, aimed chiefly at business executives, instructing them how to write simple business letters. According to the latest reports it was selling well.

The primary difficulty facing the writer of this sort of analysis is that almost as soon as research is initiated, one is swamped—I must repeat it—swamped by a flood of corroborative evidence. I stress this because I would not want the reader to think that I have buttressed my case with a few laboriously sought-out bits of data. On the contrary, there is so much evidence that there is room here to refer to only a tiny fraction of one percent of it.

Many people, of course, report the vague sense that some of those with whom they now come into contact are not as intelligent or well informed as they might have been twenty years earlier. Such a widespread feeling must have some evidential basis. And, indeed, as soon as we look into the situation in our schools, where careful measurements can be taken, we find the painful thesis confirmed resoundingly.

In the mid-1960s the International Project for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, with the help of UNESCO, made a comparative study of schools to determine how well, or poorly, mathematics was being taught. One of the major discoveries was that the United States was doing a poor job of teaching children how to add, subtract, and deal with problems in calculus. A deep and disturbing gap between Japan and the United States was one of the findings. Japan placed 76 percent of its thirteen-year-olds in the upper half of the international test group, the United States only 43 percent. Thirty-one percent of the Japanese children ranked in the upper tenth percentile. The American figure was 4 percent. As the study stated, the top tenth is a very critical index, since it is likely to be the source of national mathematics and science talent.

Could such information relate to the increasing dominance of Japan in the electronic and automobile fields some twenty-five years after the study?

There is no necessity since this is not a scholarly report to specify the date at which a decline in reading, writing, thinking, and computing skills became precipitous. I arbitrarily use the year 1960 as a starting point. It was then that the relative inability of American children and young adults to write coherent English in any form—letters, essays, newspaper articles, poems, short stories, song lyrics first became apparent on a broad scale.

In an article published in late 1979 in the Phi Delta Kappan, W. Timothy Weaver, associate professor at Boston University School of Education, reported that the Scholastic Aptitude Test scores of the nation’s high school seniors were continuing a decline that had begun years earlier. Since 1963, both mathematics and verbal scores had dropped a total of forty-two and fifty-one points, respectively Weaver wrote:


High school seniors planning on teaching careers were scoring lower than such students formerly did on the Scholastic Aptitude Test. In 1979 future teachers averaged only 420—on a 200–800 scale—in mathematical skills. Students taken altogether scored 467! All students averaged 427 in verbal skills; the future teachers and school administrators averaged only 392.



In July 1976 school officials in Pinellas County, Florida, gave examinations to applicants for teaching posts. If the results surprised them, they do not surprise me. Some of the teachers scored lower in math and reading than the school system’s eighth graders.

A 1974 survey asked graduating high school seniors which of four countries—India, Israel, Egypt, or Mexico—was Arabic. Half the high school graduates taking the test could not answer the question!

If you think that’s something, how about the Roper Survey in 1992 which revealed that 39 percent of high school students didn’t know what the Holocaust was! That statistic is shocking enough but not as bad as the fact that other sources report that 28 percent of U. S. adults don’t know what the word Holocaust refers to.

I also share with you, in this general connection, the following excerpts from a viewer named Robert Koch, dated January 19, 1994.


Dear Mr. Allen:

I am writing to share a few dumbth stories with you …

At my local Wherehouse Records they have the Meeting of Minds videotapes shelved under comedy!

I took a package to the Berkeley, California post office for mailing. Luckily, I was the only customer. I walked up to the counter and placed the package in front of the clerk. After a several second delay she looked up and asked if I had taken a number. I calmly explained that I was the only customer in the place. “You have to take a number.” Realizing it would be futile to argue, I left my package at her window and went and got a number. I returned to her window and she shouted, “Twelve.” I gave her my ticket with the number twelve and she took my package. It all seemed perfectly normal to her.

A lecturer I met recently told me a more frightening tale. She went into the post office to get 20 stamps of some odd value, let’s say 53 cents. The clerk looked in his drawer and said that he was sorry, but he only had 25 of them. She explained that that was fine, she had only asked for 20. “I know,” he explained, “but my manager told me that I have to keep a minimum of 25 of any value of stamp in my drawer.” No amount of explaining could convince him that the reason for the minimum was so stamps would be available when a customer wanted them.

I went to the mail facility at the San Francisco airport. This is a huge post office that is open day and night. I asked how much it would cost to mail a postcard to Canada. The clerk told me it would be, “Something like 30 or 35 cents.” I asked if I could get an exact amount. He asked the other clerks. None of them could answer my question and they didn’t know where to look it up.



Robert Dallek, writing in the Los Angeles Times of April 24, 1994, reported as follows:


A national survey of 17- and 18-year-olds in the late 1980s showed that my student wasn’t the only historically illiterate youngster on high school and college campuses. Forty percent of the sample didn’t know what U.S. war had involved the issue of states’ rights; 43 percent had no idea which side Russia had fought on in World War II; 45 percent couldn’t identify Joseph Stalin’s nationality; only 40 percent knew what NATO is, and an undisclosed number thought that Mexico and Canada were the last two states admitted to the Union



In 1976 teacher Don Dunlap of San Jose, California, stated in a letter published in the November 13 Saturday Review, “Most of my students come to college unable to distinguish an adverb from a noun. They simply lack the vocabulary, the elemental points of reference needed to talk intelligently about writing and to respond with understanding to specific indications of common weaknesses in writing.”

According to Mary M. Stover Thomas of South Harpswell, Maine, only two students—in a classroom of some thirty juniors at a well-known university—could remember ever having heard of then-Secretary of State Henry Kissinger.

David Anson, reviewing the film The Twilight Zone for Newsweek’s June 27, 1983 issue, reported that for him the most frightening moment in the film’s first section came not from anything on the screen but from something that took place in the audience.

When actor Vic Morrow first entered his “Twilight Zone,” Anson reported, “he finds himself in Nazi-occupied Paris, surrounded by Swastikas and German soldiers. ‘Wow!’ exclaimed the awed teenager behind me. ‘It’s Vietnam.” “

As of 1977, 13 percent of all seventeen-year-olds in the United States were functionally illiterate.

There would appear to have been no significant improvement since that time. Lawrence Uzzell, writing in the Wall Street Journal of May 10, 1989, referred to the following extremely simple test question, given to seventeen-year-old high school students:

Which of the following is true about 87 percent of 10?

(A) It is greater than 10.

(B) It is less than 10.

(C) It is equal to 10.

(D) Can’t tell

Half of the students tested answered the question wrong, obviously having failed to grasp the point that 87 percent of anything at all cannot possibly be equal to all, or 100 percent, of it. The horror stories and statistics are endless. Uzzell mentions that in 1988, in the entire continental United States, only 986 high school seniors scored above 750 on the SATs verbal section—fewer than half as many as in 1981, and probably the lowest number ever.

His purpose was not simply to add more bad news to the veritable Mt. Everest of it already available. He was making, in a sense, the more gloomy point that such miserable results have followed after a great deal of rhetoric and even significant attempts at educational reform..

During the last several years of research for this book, much of it quite casual, I have heard from and spoken to dozens of teachers, all of whom report that while there was once a time when a good many American high school and college students enjoyed reading, or at least were willing to do it even if they were not particularly thrilled by the exercise, we have at present a generation whose majority has little or no interest in reading. This one factor alone would absolutely assure us a nation of dummies, even if everything else was working quite well, and we know that practically nothing is.

In an effort to examine the scope of their political knowledge, 145,000 American teenagers were surveyed in 1970, 1972, and 1976. The findings showed that during the first half of the 1970s understanding of the democratic process itself declined among America’s thirteen- to seventeen-year-olds. The simple ability to explain the basic concept of democracy—that the people elect their leaders—had fallen among seventeen-year-olds, from 87 to 74 percent. Among thirteen-year-olds it declined from 53 to 42 percent. More than 96 percent of both age groups knew that the President of the United States (in 1976) was Gerald R. Ford, but only 32 percent of the thirteen-year-olds and 71 percent of the seventeen-year-olds were aware that he was a Republican! Only 20 percent of the thirteen-year-olds and 48 percent of the seventeen-year-olds could name any of their representatives in Congress.

In April 1978, the New York Times arrived at the sobering estimate that “as many as one out of every five adults do not possess the minimal reading, writing, and calculating skills necessary to function in modern society” (italics supplied).

The decline in mathematical ability, though exceedingly unfortunate and certainly dangerous for a modern society, nevertheless is perhaps understandable. But the decline in the simple ability to speak coherently, to read, to write, to spell, to communicate, is even more depressing, and surprising, since modern Americans live in the most talkative, talked-to, and talked-about culture in history. Churches, too, are becoming concerned about the problem and its effects on their members.

I am indebted to the distinguished educator, Dr. Shoumen Datta, president and co-founder of Associated Scientists, for the information that 51 percent of the mathematics teachers in the United States, as of 1997, had never themselves taken a single course in mathematics in college! Consistent with this dismal finding is that 46 percent of California’s high school math teachers lack even a minor in math.

Equally disturbing is that the American Institute of Physics conducted a nationwide survey of high school physics teachers which revealed that only 18 percent of them had actual degrees in physics.

According to a 1980 Gallup Poll, 57 percent of Americans believe in unidentified flying objects, 19 percent believe in witches, 28 percent in astrology, 39 percent in devils, and 54 percent in angels.

By 1988, 74 percent of American teenagers polled by the Gallup organization said they believed in angels, and 29 percent believed in witchcraft, up 25 percent since 1978. Fifty-eight percent of those teens polled accepted the legitimacy of astrology even though scientists have repeatedly described it as worthless. Twenty-two percent of the youth in the 1988 study believed in ghosts.

In the late 1990s according to studies by Jon Miller, director of the Public Opinion Laboratory at Northern Illinois University, some 40 percent of American adults believe that alien creatures have visited the earth despite a total lack of certifiable evidence. Less than 45 percent of us are aware that the earth revolves once a year around the sun, and the number of adults who believe in astrology continues to grow, small wonder when a recent president, Ronald Reagan, accepted astrology and, according to Newsweek, April 9, 1990, “permitted his wife’s obsession with pseudo-science to influence the presidential schedule.”

Those who believe in witches, angels, and devils are, of course, chiefly Christians, since belief in the literal reality of such creatures is part of Christian orthodoxy. But assuming the statistics are reliable, there is obviously a serious problem for the churches revealed by the percentages believing in such beings. The figures for church members—according to Christian doctrine—are supposed to be 100 percent in all categories.

The Christian churches have now had a relatively unimpeded opportunity to preach the Gospel for some two thousand years. For the past five centuries the availability of printing presses and the greatly increased literacy that resulted have considerably facilitated their task. New editions of Bibles leap immediately to bestseller lists, the number purchased usually running to the millions. There are religious television and radio programs, Sunday-school classes, university courses, adult-study courses, books, pamphlets, tapes, lectures, and sermons, ad infinitum. Incredibly enough, despite this vast effort, engaged in not only by thousands of individual clergymen but by members of hundreds of separate Christian congregations, a general state of biblical illiteracy exists. As long ago as 1959, the Reverend Thomas Roy Pendell, a Protestant pastor of what he described as quite a proper congregation in a boulevard church located in the college section of a rather large city, prepared a simple test about Jesus’ life for the members of his flock. Reports Dr. Pendell,


The results were staggering. Nearly one-fourth of the adult members of that Sundays congregation could not identify Calvary as the place of Jesus’ death. Over one-third did not know that Nazareth was the town where Jesus was brought up. Gethse-mane rang no bell for 43 percent, and Pentecost had no significance for 75 percent. Only 58 percent could identify the Gospels.



There was complete confusion as to the number of converts baptized by Jesus, ranging from none (correct) to 300,000. Jesus was variously listed as living under Julius Caesar, King Saul, and King Solomon.

Concludes Pendell, “It seems plain that Biblical ignorance is the rule among members of one particular congregation. If other Protestant congregations are like ours, Christian education still has a long way to go.”

It does indeed. And Catholic church leaders have long conceded and lamented that Catholics know even less about the Bible than do Protestants.

In this connection, I recommend “American Catholic Intellectual Life” by Father George Hunt, editor-in-chief of America magazine, in that periodical’s May 6, 1989 issue. In referring to works distributed for a sixty-year period by the Catholic book club, Father Hunt says:


Up to 1970 or so, the most popular offerings were Catholic biographies (saints or other heroes, or converts for the most part) and Catholic fiction…. Only a handful of books on theology were offered and none on biblical scholarship. (Italics supplied.)



This was, of course, in keeping with the longstanding general lack of interest, among the Catholic laity, in the Bible. It is encouraging to note that during the 1980s quite a different picture emerged. It remains to be seen whether the upsurge of Catholic Bible scholarship and lay interest will lead more to religious doubts or renewed faith; but whatever the outcome, it is good that more and more Catholics are taking a serious interest in Scripture.

As a Christian I am grieved to report that some of my fellow Christians, though chiefly of the fundamentalist persuasion, have been responsible for more than their share of publicly exhibited stupidity in recent years. Members of the white supremacist group, The Arizona Patriots, some of whose members consider themselves Christians, were arrested for conspiring to bomb an IRS complex and rob a bank to fund a paramilitary encampment. In Shelby, North Carolina, several men affiliated with the White Patriot Party entered a gay-oriented bookstore where they shot five men, killing three, in order to, according to an informant, avenge Yahweh on homosexuals.

Another notable example of this was the rumor that the famous household products company, Procter & Gamble, is connected with devil worship. Because I perform comedy for a living, the reader might take the preceding sentence as a joke. It is not.

During the 1981–1982 period, Procter & Gamble was obliged to go to great and expensive lengths to stamp out the rumor, which had taken a variety of forms. The most common alleges that an executive of P&G appeared on either the Phil Donahue or the Merv Griffin show and admitted that the company logo—a crescent moon with the outline of a man’s face looking at a group of thirteen stars—represented the company’s formal connection with Satan worship.

To the extent that the realities may be of interest, no executive of the company had ever appeared on either television talk-show and the trademark itself is merely a picture of the traditional childhood symbol, the man in the moon, facing toward thirteen stars that represent the thirteen original American colonies. The logo has been used on P&G products for more than a hundred years.

I stress that I do not refer here to a casual comment from an at-liberty mental case or two. In fact, the company began receiving an average of twelve thousand telephone calls a month concerning the rumor. In the early stages of this nonsensical drama, P&G responded by issuing press releases and answering phone calls and letters with factual information.

A new phase was reached in mid-1982, however, when P&G employees and their families in the Cincinnati area were threatened and harassed by fanatical Christian fundamentalists. According to the Los Angeles Times of June 25, 1982, “Employees reported that paint had been thrown on their cars, tires slashed, and workers challenged to fist fights. Children of P&G employees have also been harassed at school.”

Once the company learned that certain fundamentalist ministers had actually been spreading the rumor from their pulpits, P&G enlisted the aid of two fundamentalist leaders—the Reverend Jerry Falwell, of the now-defunct Moral Majority and the Reverend Don Wildmon, executive director of the National Federation for Decency—in an attempt to put an end to this bizarre campaign. Said Falwell, “It is unfortunate that such false accusations are made in the first place, but even more disconcerting that they can be spread as rumor by people who call themselves Christians.”

Added Wildmon, “The facts are that this is a vicious, unfounded rumor, and I hope we can help stop it.”

One way that the Reverends Falwell and Wildmon can make such displays of irrationality less likely is by encouraging a respect for reason and evidence across the board.

Since the United States, in the ninth decade of the twentieth century, is facing a longer list of social problems than ever before in its history, do we really need to direct our attention to yet one more?

You had better believe it. And, given that the issue at hand is that of a serious erosion in simple intelligence, we have no choice. The problem exists. Because it is real, it must be faced. To say that Americans in recent years have become less intelligent obviously is not intended to suggest that we have become a nation of mental incompetents or that all Americans are less intelligent than they once were. There is no need to exaggerate the dimensions of the problem; the actuality of it is serious enough.

Again, part of the problem is that we think very poorly. But how could it be otherwise when few of us have been given any instruction in that difficult task?

Do schools teach us how to think? They do not. They teach us what to think.

But it’s odd that at a time when “consciousness raising” is at least relatively popular, thinking itself has nevertheless enlisted the support of relatively few defenders, even though it is one of the chief means of raising one’s consciousness.

When people use that now-common phrase, they usually refer to consciousness about specific issues—abortion, civil rights, women’s rights, environmental pollution, and so on. But simply to learn seventeen new facts about these important social questions is hardly an adequate method of achieving the desired end. What one wants is the addition of a philosophical component. It is necessary to think about such issues, intelligently speculate about them, reason about them, communicate articulately about them.

This by no means excludes increased awareness of emotional factors. It is good, for example, to be aware of the sufferings of those who fall on the uncomfortable sides of such social dramas. Our hearts should bleed for them, and the injustices they suffer should serve to fuel our energy in the cause of social justice. It would be foolish to choose between (a) being angry or moved to tears about such issues, and (b) thinking intelligently about them. Both avenues should be busily traveled. What we often see at present, by way of contrast, is a combination of apathy and ignorance at one extreme and belligerent fanaticism at the other.


Specific Problems We Reason About Poorly

Even many who perceive the problem do not, it seems to me, often proceed to relate the relative collapse of our literary and reasoning powers to the depressingly long list of troubles our society faces.

We don’t have time to consider here all the dilemmas that make this moment in history the most dangerous we have ever known. There are just too many. But some tentative conclusions might suggest themselves on the basis of a random sampling of serious difficulties. (I do not list these problems, by the way, in order of importance.)

1. Though the Soviet Union has collapsed, China remains strong and the socialist/capitalist debate continues. Marxism, of course, is an issue that must be considered not as an isolated phenomenon but in relation to worldwide poverty, disease, overpopulation, and hunger.

I sometimes get the impression that a number of Americans imagine that our planet was some sort of economic paradise in which social justice, happiness, and prosperity were common, until some strange creatures from outer-space called Communists landed in our midst and, out of sheer perversity, began to stir up trouble. This view is, of course, absurd. Communism came into existence in Europe because of the relative failures of Christianity and capitalism. In my personal capacity as both a Christian and a capitalist it causes me discomfort to face such a reality. But I must, because it is a reality If we can’t understand that much, then we’re going to be at a considerable disadvantage in the competition with the Marxist powers for the minds of people all over the world. What we have to show now is that our prescriptions for the world’s ills are better than those the Marxists propose.

A brief word about anti-Communism: Some misguided people act as if they believed that Communism is the only real problem we have. Or, if they do not go quite that far, they imply that we are entitled to give other difficulties short shrift until we find the solution to the dilemma that Communism poses. But if that were true, then our only real political virtue would be anti-Communism. Responsible anti-Communism is—in my prejudiced view, at least—a necessity. But it is certainly not enough to establish political virtue or wisdom. Adolf Hitler was perhaps the most energetic anti-Communist the world has known, but he succeeded in plunging our planet into a war in which some forty million people were killed and which, in the end (by greatly increasing the power of the Soviet Union), placed additional millions into the Communist camp. Anti-Communism alone, therefore, is not enough. One wants to know not only what a man is against but also what he is for. Misguided, irrational anti-Communism is actually harmful to our national and international interests.

2. The nuclear weapons dilemma remains unresolved. Few Americans seem really aware that a true scientific revolution has occurred in our lifetime. The bomb that burned some hundred thousand mostly civilian men, women, and children at Hiroshima—like the one at Nagasaki that left 75,000 casualties—was not just a somewhat larger weapon than the World War II blockbuster. It had the explosive power not of a pound of TNT—enormous in itself—not of a hundred pounds of TNT, a thousand pounds of TNT, but of twenty thousand tons of TNT. And that amount of power, compared with today’s hydrogen bombs, is now considered in the small or tactical class.

If we develop a scale according to which the blockbuster is represented by a one-foot ruler, then the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs would be represented by a line as high as the Empire State Building, and a full-power H-bomb by a line running as high as the orbit of Sputnik I.

3. The black American’s struggle far civil rights and social justice continues.

4. Problems of education are worsening. You know what they are: underfunding, not enough good schools, low salaries for teachers, a rising number of underqualified teachers, and so on. In this connection I draw your attention to a tragic paradox. The Communists are—in my opinion—mistaken in their premises and frequently brutal in their methods. But they are not ignorant. If we are, relatively speaking, on the side of virtue, but ignorant, isn’t there some terrible irony in that?

5. Economic injustice, the poverty problem, continues. Ours is the richest nation in history, but about thirty million of us live a life characterized by squalor, crime, danger, poor housing, inadequate medical care, bad education, and a general collapse of family life. Hundreds of thousands are now living on the street, as if we were a poverty-stricken Third World country.

6. Our migratory farm workers, in particular, live lives of deprivation, and their poverty, ignorance, disease, and discouragement are being handed down to their children.

7. Most of our big cities are being strangled by slums and ghettos, becoming more dangerous, and suffering a general deterioration of services.

8. Our prison problem is a national disgrace.

9. The ever-growing narcotics traffic is another.

10. The condition of Native Americans should be a source of deep shame.

11. Problems of our elderly citizens are growing more severe. Because of dramatic medical advances, many more people are living to what was once called a ripe old age. But in their very advanced years, they can no longer work. The majority, therefore, cannot afford the heavy medical and drug expenses that are inevitable (except in cases of sudden death). For a very long time our conservative friends, and the American Medical Association, told us that, while it was no doubt very sad to be old and poor, there was nevertheless nothing whatever that the federal government need do about it. History eventually marched past such bastions of selfish resistance, but sniping from the rear continues. Mr. Reagan and his associates told us that nothing they were doing would hurt the truly needy That’s nice to know. But conservatives, for the past hundred years, have obstructed every single federal effort to help the truly needy. All the humane social legislation of which our nation may now rightfully boast was accomplished over the dead bodies of earlier generations of such obstructionists. So while we welcome our conservative friends to the cause of the truly needy, we lament that they are arriving about a century late.

12. The problem of mental illness remains. You’re probably familiar with the statistics: 10 percent of Americans will have some form of mental or emotional illness in their lifetimes. That’s more than twenty-three million people. But even the least knowledgeable person can see that the problem of mental illness is directly related to such other social dilemmas as crime, narcotics addiction, alcoholism, juvenile delinquency, the divorce explosion, compulsive gambling, sexual anarchy, child-abuse, child-pornography, bigotry, political irrationality, and religious fanaticism.

Christian Scientists don’t believe in illness or formal medicine, but at least they tolerate them. They do not picket doctors and hospitals. Some American rightists in recent decades have actually attacked the mental-health movement itself.

13. The problem of world hunger is potentially explosive. Most of the world is hungry. That’s threatening for us as well as tragic for those who suffer.

14. The population explosion continues. There are now six billion of us on this planet. In thirty years there may be seven billion. We can’t feed everybody now Thousands die of malnutrition every day.

15. We claim to be concerned with law and order, but are unconcerned about the open anarchy that prevails among nations in the absence of a World Law that all nations are prepared to respect.

16. The daily pollution of our air, water, and soil continues. The Reagan administration formally decided to weaken some of the pitiably few protections the public had achieved. We now have acid rain, depletion of the planet’s ozone layer, and the greenhouse effect, all seriously dangerous.

17. The power of organized crime is still strong. Some published studies document that such crime is our nation’s largest industry.

18. Our Spanish-speaking population continues in a difficult predicament. In some respects they lag behind black Americans.

19. The old-fashioned problem of alcoholism demands a high price. Many of the over twenty-five thousand traffic deaths a year are related to drinking.

20. There is now an incredible degree of corruption of the so-called law-abiding or majority segment of American society, a society increasingly on the take and on the make. (See my book Ripoff, Lyle Stuart, 1979.)

21. Almost forty thousand Americans are killed each year by guns, but we can get only weak gun-control legislation, despite the fact that the American majority wants it.

22. The struggle of women for social justice and equality continues.

23. Crimes of a revoltingly sadistic nature are on the increase.

The list could be continued, but let us arbitrarily stop at this point. These are just some of our problems. What are our chances of solving them?

The answer naturally will vary, depending on the particular issues involved, but the overall case for optimism is not at the moment very strong. Again, one reason is that we don’t like to think. We mentally respond on the basis of our conditioning but don’t feel comfortable thinking. We distrust science, prefer illusion to reality, and prefer the dangerous status quo—and twenty-three reasons why it is dangerous have just been cited—to the changes necessary for our salvation. Catholic author and social critic G. K. Chesterton once said that Christianity has not been tried and seen to fail, but that it has been found exceedingly difficult and consequently rarely tried. The same thing is true of the scientific, rational, humanist approach to life. We delude ourselves that we are a scientifically advanced people. The astounding technical achievements of our age were made not by the mass of us but by a tiny fraction of one percent of the population, frequently against the apathy, inertia, or bitter opposition of the other 99 percent.

True, we boast of skyscrapers, space shuttles, and dramatic cures for diseases. But this proves only that a few of us live intellectually in the twentieth century. Most of us live in earlier times. We may have skyscrapers, but we are still so ignorant and superstitious that we will not permit their thirteenth floors to be labeled as such. They’re there, of course—like all our problems—but we deny their existence and call them the fourteenth floors. Most of us, instead of approaching a new problem rationally, will fall back on our cluttered file of superstition, nonsense, prejudice, and misinformation. Is it any wonder we so often fail?

The brain is a computer. Those who have even slight experience with computers are aware of the saying “garbage in, garbage out.” This means that although a computer will perform its function with near perfection, it nevertheless cannot be responsible for erroneous answers if confused data are fed into it.

Now again—perceiving the human brain as a computer—consider just a few common beliefs:


Opposites attract.

As Maine goes, so goes the nation.

It always rains on Good Friday.

Fish is brain food.

Raw oysters have aphrodisiac value.

There’s nothing new under the sun.

The murderer always returns to the scene of the crime.

If an expectant mother suffers a fright, her baby may be marked as a result.

The mental-health movement is a Communist plot.

It’s unlucky to walk under a ladder.

A horseshoe or a rabbit’s foot brings luck.

Eating pickles and milk in combination will make you sick.

The New England colonies offered freedom from religious persecution.

The earth is flat.

The physical universe is approximately five to ten thousand years old.

President Eisenhower was a dedicated, conscious agent of the Communist Conspiracy (Robert Welch of the John Birch Society).



But this list, too, must be cut off. We don’t have the space to enumerate all the nonsensical ideas that are fervently believed by millions in our time. But if so much foolishness abounds, one might think, would not the world warmly welcome the occasional individual who brought some nugget of new truth? Those who specialize in history know that the answer to that question is in the negative.

Bertrand Russell has reminded us that when anesthetics were discovered more than a century ago, the Scottish physician Sir James Simpson recommended their use in childbirth. He was quickly rebuked by many clergymen who reminded him that God had said to Eve, “In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children” (Genesis 3:16). If a woman was under the influence of chloroform, the clergy inquired, how could she properly sorrow?

Dr. Simpson was clever enough to argue that since God had reportedly put Adam to sleep (when he extracted the rib from which woman was made) there would seem to be nothing wrong in principle in administering anesthetics to men, at least. Believe it or not, it took some time before its benefits could be extended to women.

Inventor Charles Kettering has recalled that when he was a twenty-year-old teacher he took some of his students to a railroad-car traveling exhibit that included a then-new X-ray machine, a device that provoked protests from fundamentalist clergymen shocked at the thought of stripping the decency of clothing by peering beneath it. Presumably the gentlemen had not seen the object they were criticizing, since, if they had, we would have to assume that they considered the sight of skeletal bones erotically stimulating.

But the plot-line is an old one. We know what happened to Christ, Socrates, Copernicus, Galileo, Darwin, Freud, Pasteur, Frank Lloyd Wright, Susan B. Anthony, Florence Nightingale, Margaret Sanger—to the countless artists, scientists, composers, prophets, saints, and seers who broke through the traditional, who expanded the horizons of their art or science or philosophy. Were they applauded by their associates? No, they were usually condemned—sometimes literally to death.

But now let us approach our own time. Today no good conservative, or even reactionary, would dream of urging a return to the seventy-two-hour or sixty-hour work week. The forty-hour week is part of the economic status quo. It’s the American way, one of the glories of our free-enterprise system. But the older reader can remember that those who first recommended the forty-hour week were called Communists, socialists, radicals, and agents of the devil.

Another example: Today it does not seem very radical or even progressive to suggest that young children of eight or ten ought not to work in dirty, dark, dangerous factories for twelve or fourteen hours a day to earn just a few pennies. And yet there was a time in this nation when exactly that occurred! The reformers who first were so bold as to suggest that this was an immoral and inhuman practice were called radicals, subversives, revolutionaries.

You miss my point altogether if you suppose that what I am trying to demonstrate is that our ancestors were sometimes stupid. They were indeed, but that is not what I’m getting at. My point is that you and I are just as stupid, and we will make precious little social progress until we admit as much.

A leading Los Angeles heart specialist has reported to me a conversation he had with one of his patients not long after one of the disastrous hillside fires that destroy homes in that city every few years. The woman, who was wealthy and reasonably well educated, said, “Tell me, doctor, do you have any doubt that the Communists did it?”

What is wrong here is not the alleged fact. We have no way of knowing what caused the fire. What is wrong with the woman’s nonsensical question is the inadequate method of problem-solving. She was apparently unable to distinguish a remote possibility from either a probability or a fact. But let the person who has never committed that sin cast the first stone. We are all guilty of this offense at certain times.

Usually what makes us function so stupidly is a prejudgment, a prejudice, an ego-commitment. Sometimes the issue itself, as in the instance of the Los Angeles fires, is a relatively simple one to deal with.

What is fascinating is that so much of this haphazard substitute-for-thinking comes from people who have had a high school or college education. Again, this suggests that there may be something radically wrong at the very heart of our educational process in that it concentrates on teaching us what to think but rarely gives us the slightest instruction in how to think.

This is not a matter of making an either/or choice. We do indeed have to be taught what to think about, taught facts. But the “whatness” is beginning to drown us. Those who specialize in a scientific or technical field have observed that so much is being learned today that one doesn’t have time to keep up with all the informative literature pertaining to one narrow field of specialization.

Fortunately, even though we consciously forget most of the facts we are taught, we are at least instructed in how to look up information in libraries and reference works and by means of computerized data-storage banks.

What we desperately need now—as individuals and as a society—is instruction in how to think, in logical reasoning.

It’s no panacea. It won’t introduce us at once into paradise. But we’ll be better off than we are now, so often ruled by ignorance, prejudice, superstition, anger, and fear.

We must also learn our limitations. I sometimes suspect that nobody can correctly report anything. Therefore we must be skeptical and as scientific and objective as possible about what we read and hear. No two people agree completely on anything.

Do not be deluded, incidentally that all that is needed is a return to good old-fashioned common sense. That there is a shortage of common sense no one would deny But we need much more. Common sense might be compared to playing a musical instrument by ear. It’s nice if you can do it, but it’s better if you can also read music and know something about the theory behind it. Common sense, after all, for long centuries made human beings very comfortable in their certainty that the earth was flat, that the sun goes around the earth, that the sun and the moon are the same size, that the sky is blue.

We start—if we are fortunate—with some degree of common sense, but to it we must add the applied power of reasoning, aided by the observations and methods of science.




How Did We Get So Dumb?

The present phenomenon is considered by many educators, social scientists, parents, and journalists as something of a national disaster. The crisis in education has at last come into focus for the nation. In 1983 even Ronald Reagan finally mentioned it. Most—perhaps all—of the reasons for it are evident enough.

Concerning ignorance, the simple lack of knowledge, it is the most characteristic feature of our initial state, rather than something essentially foreign or unusual to us—in the sense that having a certain rare disease may be said to be uncharacteristic of humans even though a few do suffer from it. On the contrary, ignorance and poor judgment are typical of the state into which we are born. Whatever small amount of innate instinct we may have, it is clear that during our first two years we know very close to nothing and therefore have to be taught almost everything. Considering the blankness of our original slate, it is quite remarkable that we have such a striking ability to learn, particularly during our first five years.

We can see the naturalness of our originally pitiable condition dramatized in the tragic cases of those individuals who are mentally retarded. Indeed, we measure the degree of retardation by reference to specific chronological periods. If we say for example, that someone has the mental development of a normal two-year-old, this is very pleasant news indeed to the parents if the offspring is in fact two years of age, but crushingly tragic if he or she is twenty-two.

We are dumb today partly because we have always been dumb. Supportive evidence may be found on every page of history.

In China, for centuries women’s feet were tightly bound in infancy (for vaguely sexual reasons) so that by the time they were adults they were effectively crippled and could only hobble about—a remarkably stupid practice, as all now agree, including the Chinese themselves. But, for all its inherent absurdity, the custom flourished for a remarkably long time.

Lest Americans or others in the West feel superior in this regard, the women of my mother’s generation deliberately injured themselves by wearing shoes much too small for them, thus suffering hideous deformations, painful bunions, and corns, all because of vanity. Many of us today have not bound feet but bound brains. Some things are actually done to our minds—early in our lives, though not only then—that stunt our mental growth and inhibit our potential.

We must now examine such factors. Only by doing so can we diminish their ugly power. The problem of ignorance and stupidity—the point must be often repeated—is especially serious at present.

Among the causes of the diminution of our intelligence is some fifty years of television watching. I have elsewhere described most commercial television as junk-food for the mind. The point is not that watching just thirty minutes of Charlie’s Angels reruns will make a little piece of your brain fall out of your left ear. This will not happen, any more than eating one piece of white bread will make a tooth fall out. But, by God, forty years of eating mostly white bread, white sugar, or the equivalent, will cause you physical harm. And forty years of watching television of the most mindless sort must have a destructive effect on the intelligence.

But can it not at least be said that by watching television people know about more things today than they did fifty years ago? Indeed it can, simply because more things are brought to their attention. An unfortunate result of this process seems to be that, as time passes, they know less and less about more and more until, at last, they will know almost nothing about almost everything.

This relates directly to the ever-shortening attention-span problem, for which television bears the primary—but by no means sole—responsibility. Even television itself suffers from this process, in that programs of a charming but leisurely pace are all but ruled out of the ratings race. Today, if there is not some outrageous reference, sicko joke, or dramatic plot twist every few minutes, situation-comedy storylines are considered boring and are consequently discouraged.

One practical, unfortunate result of the attention-span problem in recent television history was the early demise of nothing less than the best variety program in the history of the medium, NBC’s 1980 The Big Show. No earlier television series of its kind approached its all-around excellence. But even before the program went on the air, a network programming executive had called me in for consultation on the prospect of another experiment with the variety formula.

“What you should be putting on the air,” I said, “is a sketch-comedy program, of the sort that was so popular in the 1950s. I don’t think the variety show, as such, is likely to work now.”

“Why not?”

“Such shows could succeed in the 1950s because, even though an individual viewer might not care for what he was watching at a given moment—an opera singer, an ice skater, a marching band, or whatever—he knew that in two or three minutes something else would be on the screen and there was a chance that he would like that. Today the ability of most television viewers to concentrate their attention is so weak that they seem unwilling to put up with more than thirty seconds of something that does not amuse or fascinate them. Also, you now have the technology of those channel-switching devices people can manipulate from their chairs or beds.”

“So you don’t think variety will work at all?”

“I didn’t say that. Variety of the traditional sort won’t work. But if you do a program with some variety elements, but where the chief emphasis is on comedy—that could work.”

I was eventually given the job of co-host and head writer of the first of The Big Show series, and in that instance the emphasis was definitely on comedy Critical response was enthusiastic. The program was of excellent quality, but the attention-span factor did lead to ratings problems. In television, if you have a serious ratings problem, you go off. Quality is irrelevant. A short attention-span is one indicator of low intelligence. By itself it proves nothing, but in America today it is not encountered by itself.

Radio and the music market are also at fault. As a people, we devote far too much time to listening to popular music. I have nothing against the art; I contribute to it, even writing a certain amount of rock music. Some modern songs—whoever writes them—are of a high order. But there is no serious questioning of the fact that, compared to the Golden Age of popular American songs, the music of the 1980s and 90s reached a revolting culmination in the form of what is called “punk rock,” although the style called “heavy metal” had earlier almost obliterated the song-form itself.

At every moment of your life you are, in a literal sense, both living and dying. Old cells of your body reach the end of their time and are replaced by new ones. The same thing, in a sense, is true of societies. Not only do some individuals die while others are being born, but institutions, customs, and practices, too, come into being, evolve, grow, and die. The changes are more dramatic at certain times.

As regards American popular music, its greatest period, approximately thirty years in length, stretched from 1920 to 1950. This obviously is not to say that there was little or no worthwhile music written before or after that time. But it is clear that America’s most gifted popular composers and lyricists—Jerome Kern, Victor Herbert, Sigmund Romberg, Rudolph Friml, George Gershwin, Richard Rodgers, Cole Porter, Harry Warren, Irving Berlin, Harold Arlen, Vincent Youmans, Oscar Hammerstein, Hoagy Carmichael, Johnny Mercer, Ira Gershwin, Jimmy McHugh, James van Heusen, and others—did their greatest work during the twenties, thirties, and forties. An incredibly rich profusion of beautiful melodies, inventive and fresh harmonies, and intriguing new rhythms characterized the music of the period. Suddenly, at mid-century, perhaps because of the strains on society caused by two international wars and a long, crushing financial depression, there was a general collapse of cultural standards in American music.

The reasons were also partly economic. As it became evident that teenagers comprised an ever larger part of the audience for music, and as recordings became more popular in the marketplace than sheet music, which implied the ability to read notation and play the piano, more and more music began to be created for the relatively uninformed and illiterate new audience. Bobby-sox and bubble-gum songs, sung by new young performers, became popular. White singers and musicians appropriated an initially vigorous and creative art form—rhythm-and-blues or rock—and began to weaken its currency The young were no longer interested in the rich harmonics of a Jerome Kern, the sophisticated or witty lyrics of a Gershwin, Porter, Hart, or Hammerstein. A decidedly inferior brand of merchandise became increasingly available in the musical marketplace.

Children are adorable, and I am prejudiced in their favor. But because their conscious experience on Planet Earth has been brief, even the brightest of them know very little. It is an enormous compliment to say of an eight-year-old that he has the intelligence of a twelve-year-old. But who in his right mind would place a society in the hands of its twelve-year-olds? Such inexperienced humans are not only comparatively ignorant but they exercise notoriously poor judgment, which is precisely why they are not permitted to marry, vote, drink intoxicating beverages, drive a vehicle, or do any number of things that require a certain minimum sense of responsibility.

Even in the best of societies, children are poorly qualified to speak with an authoritative voice, but in our increasingly dangerous and irresponsible culture children are now being corrupted, stunted, and psychologically and educationally ruined at a far earlier age than in previous periods of our history. Yet, as they become, statistically speaking, dumber, more delinquent, even more criminal, they continue to have a strong vote in the cultural marketplace.

It would be irrelevant here to expound further on the collapse in musical quality. Its relevance to the case I present is that some forty years of exposure to the newer, more mindless, repetitive, ungrammatical, poorly constructed songs has inevitably had an effect on the public consciousness itself. The words—of many songs, at least—became so cheapened that in time they came to have relatively little importance. It was no longer a lyric of near-poetic quality that the new audience demanded. What it wanted was a sound. Whatever became hot in the marketplace was immediately copied. Since this was often inferior material, market factors quickly extrapolated it, thus debasing the cultural currency even more dramatically.

A French thinker once said he would not care who wrote the laws of a country if he were permitted to write its songs. He was aware that a great deal can be learned about a people by simply observing the material they sing or listen to.

What little quality there has been in American music during recent decades is attributable to the personal gifts of a few talented artists. The South American composers who wrote in the bossa nova or samba style deserve great credit since most of their songs are highly melodic, original, and totally nonrock. Much of Marvin Hamlisch’s work, too, is of such high quality that it sounds as if it had been written in the 1940s. Burt Bacharach and Henry Mancini also made important contributions, chiefly in the 1960s, as did Jim Webb with songs like, “MacArthur Park,” “By The Time I Get to Phoenix,” “Didn’t We?” and “Wichita Lineman.” Stevie Wonder, too, has written some interesting material, although it is hardly to be compared to the songs of Duke Ellington or Eubie Blake. Carole King, Joni Mitchell, the Beatles, Rupert Holmes, and Billy Joel deserve praise for helping keep quality alive. But it is significant that their output is modest indeed compared to that of the dominant composers of the twenties, thirties, and forties. And it must be acknowledged that for every good song the Beatles created, they wrote several that were innocuous.

We are not simply referring to a generation gap here; some of the most brilliant jazz instrumentalists of all time are young men and women now in their twenties and thirties. But it is significant that they are playing jazz, not black-leather-jacket, punk-rock, heavy-metal, acid-rock garbage, which is distinguished more often by electronic amplification, recording tricks, and deafening volume than by musical beauty of the sort that has sustained the human heart and spirit for centuries. Taken all together, some four decades of brainwashing with such music is one more reason for the deterioration of intelligence in the United States. But the erosion of standards and of simple quality is by no means restricted to radio, television, or recordings. The situation of the Broadway theater is summed up in the following lines of a Life magazine article by Jennifer Allen about playwright Lanford Wilson:


But only after a six-year stint in Chicago as a commercial artist did he write a play and move to New York. He arrived in 1962, unaware that Broadway had closed its doors to serious drama. “I expected to see Long Day’s Journey playing next to Death of a Salesman playing next to Hamlet. I saw everything—Bye, Bye, Birdie and Do Re Mi—such a lot of crap.” (Italics supplied.)



Among the numerous causes of inefficiency at present—oddly enough—the factor of sexuality must be listed.

Since many people have special difficulties in thinking about the problem, this paragraph may require a rereading. I do not suggest that either homosexuals or heterosexuals are more or less efficient. I know of no correlation whatever between sexual preference and efficiency The inefficiency to which I refer results from both gay and straight employers hiring on the basis of sexuality rather than competence. So far as the factor of inefficiency is concerned, this is no worse than nepotism, which leads to jobs being given to people simply because they are relatives of the employer. But I know of several businesses and institutions in which serious inefficiency has become the norm largely because of the hiring of increasing numbers of professionally inefficient homosexuals and heterosexuals simply because of their sexual preference. Lastly—and again, so as not to be misunderstood—I personally don’t care if those who attend to my professional needs are heterosexuals, homosexuals, or, for that matter, kangaroos. I am concerned only that they perform their professional services competently.

While it is well known that patterns of immigration both from foreign countries and from less educated portions of our own country—chiefly southern rural areas—were among the factors responsible for the deterioration of academic achievement in the past thirty years, I was unaware until I read Frances FitzGerald’s America Revised (Vintage, 1980) that a similar process had occurred earlier in our history. FitzGerald—who in turn refers to Richard Hofstadter’s Anti-Intellectualism in American Life—relates that the abandonment of rigorous standards of academic achievement was caused by patterns of social migration during the latter part of the nineteenth century Originally the most influential leaders in American education had been affiliated with elite private academies and universities. By the end of the 1890s, however, the rapidly expanding high-school population had greatly enlarged the numbers of less educated teachers and administrators. Perhaps perceiving that their personal and professional interests were not identical with those of university professors, the teachers formed their own organizations, founded special colleges to train new crops of teachers, and in time, largely by the power of sheer numbers, took control of the secondary-school establishment.

Their educational theories, formally stated in a series of official pronouncements by the National Education Association, were what might have been expected, given the background of the people who wrote them, as FitzGerald puts it.


The teachers in the common (or elementary) schools of the nineteenth century had always been poorly paid and minimally educated. And when the system of public secondary schools expanded, so, too, were the mass of new teachers. Toward the end of the century, those concerned with the curricula of the high schools began to adopt a utilitarian philosophy. Administrators and teachers put increasing faith in the notion that vocational training was the democratic alternative to the academic elitism of the European secondary schools. The idea that academic education might be made universal and therefore democratic had very little appeal—and not unnaturally since the high-school teachers would have been incapable of putting it into practice. The ideology of the teachers, however, merely reflected the fact that the community at large had no interest in providing intellectual training for the mass of high-school students; its concern was to train skilled workers for industry. (Italics supplied.)



At this stage of the development of her argument, FitzGerald provides especially important information. The defenders of the old order, which emphasized a more classical training, had, by chance, picked a particularly inappropriate moment to advance their cause. The 1890s were the years of a new flood of European immigration.

Although FitzGerald does not mention it, I believe it was not simply a matter of the arrival of millions of new Europeans per se that caused problems in the public schools. More important was the fact that the majority of the newcomers were peasants or people of poverty-stricken urban backgrounds. Not only did many of them and their children not know how to speak English—which would have been the case even if most of them had been well-todo in their homelands—but their very poverty, ignorance, and illiteracy, even in their native languages, understandably led to a degree of chaos in the American schools to which they flocked. Of necessity, FitzGerald observes, the city schools became generalized social-welfare agencies, offering courses in English, home economics, and health care to adults as well as children. The educationalists thus had some reason to assume that the goal of education was health, vocational training, and citizenship training rather than academic studies.

It is easy to see how similar the schools’ predicament in the 1890s was to the present situation in which large numbers of Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Africans, Asians, and others have taxed the resources of our northern school systems.

In the 1950s and 1960s there was a great migration of poorly educated blacks from mostly rural sections of the southern states, a movement that in its time put strains on northern schools in mostly urban areas. That particular migratory pattern, however, was reversed during the 1980s, as almost 100,000 more blacks have traveled south than moved north, according to the census bureau. The reasons for this otherwise surprising reversal are not difficult to fathom. One is that living conditions in America’s large northern cities have become much more difficult and unpleasant than they were. Another is that the racial tensions and animosities that made southern life miserable for so many black Americans in earlier days have now improved considerably. The Ku Klux Klan mentality, though it still exists, no longer has nearly the social dominance in the South that it had fifty years ago. Consequently, many blacks, having been disillusioned by the realities of life on the mean streets of New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, or Detroit, are heading back to the part of the country they still regard as a cultural home.

All social problems, of course, have roots in history. The idea of universal education is quite modern.

I want to make if particularly clear, however—to the point of risking repetition—that it would be a serious error to ascribe all of our present troubles to such factors as immigration and poverty. We would be relatively fortunate indeed if the situation were so simple, since, in that event, we would at least be able to narrow our target areas and concentrate our resources in particular ghettos and barrios. But the fact is that the middle-class—a good many of whom have had the benefit of elementary, high school, and college education—is also getting dumber.

In August 1976, the Los Angeles Times, in a four-month investigation into what it termed “the widespread erosion of academic standards within the American education system“—which had produced “declining achievement and rampant grade inflation among students”—traced the roots of the decline to a shift in social and educational values during the 1960s that led to a massive cut in the number of basic academic classes, less strenuous graduation requirements, and an overall emphasis on less demanding elective courses.

Other factors were:


	a rising emphasis on vocational education

	serious student absenteeism

	disagreement among educators as to the mission of education itself

	addiction to television, which undermines the desire to read

	changes in the structure of the American family, including a sharp rise in the number of working mothers.



Concluded the Times:


Collectively these trends served to undermine the rational and intellectual foundations of education, leading some to question the importance of formalized learning in institutions which themselves were confused about it.



The anguish of teachers themselves had become increasingly heard. Novelist-critic Francine Du Plessix Gray, who teaches at the City College of New York, wrote:


There’s so little continuity in our lives. We don’t want to change the world anymore. We just want to teach one child to read properly, so that he can have something to hang onto, so that his center will hold.



And on March 19, 1978, the Los Angeles Times quoted Associate Commissioner of Education John H. Rodriguez:


Teachers make a difference but we don’t know what the difference is. We need to know that. We just can’t go out and give advice when we don’t know what it is that makes for success or failure.



Something was “destroying the atmosphere required to learn.”

The rise in the number of single-parent households and the increase in violence, drug use, and alcoholism among the young were also among the causative factors.

Busing was not seen by the Los Angeles Times as a factor contributing to the decline in educational standards. According to the paper’s study, the changes in school curricula were primarily responsible for the crumbling standards, falling test scores, and growing illiteracy. It is the fundamental and massive shift from basic academic requirements to a vast array of electives which seems to be the most direct contributor to the achievement decline in both schools and colleges. According to the Times, in areas where curricula have changed the least—in science classes and in primary schools—performance has risen.

The major indicator of the massive decline in achievement is, of course, standardized achievement test scores. In 1964–65 and 1971–75, as math and English requirements were dropped or substantially weakened within higher education, student scores on the Graduate Record Examination (GRE)—aimed at assessing achievement levels of students prior to entrance into graduate schools—fell in those areas: Math scores dropped 25 points, English 18 points, during that ten-year period.

By contrast, in the natural sciences, where the least change in school curricula took place and where course requirements were most stringent, the Los Angeles Times study showed that scores on the GREs had risen. In biology, between 1965–66 and 1975–76 scores on the GREs increased by 14 points, while scores on the history subtest dropped nationally by 41 points.

There are, of course, some who would take issue with the Times study, finding questionable the use of achievement test scores as a measure of learning. There are also questions about the ability of the public schools, as now set up, to deal effectively with what is seen by many as primarily a problem of motivation. Perhaps the public school is neither capable of being, nor intended to be, parent, psychiatrist, sociologist, and medical doctor to the youth of America.

Observes Ashley Montagu:


The United States has more educational institutions, more colleges and universities than the rest of the world put together, and practically no education whatsoever. What passes for education … is not education at all, but instruction—instruction in the 3 R’s. You go to school, where you are instructed in the higher 3 R’s—remedial arithmetic. You end up with those invidious distinctions, the degrees, which enable you to go out then and perform similar operations upon the delicate minds of other creatures.



Montagu reminds us that the root origin of the word education is educere, which means to care for, nourish, cause to grow To educate, then, does not mean merely to inject with knowledge but to help to master the process of investigating what knowledge is for.

Classroom size and the architecture of the school day place stress on the student. Classrooms are often too small for lecture(s) but too large for discussion. And a class day that consists of constant interruptions, where a teacher rarely gives a child more than a couple of minutes of consistent time because discipline must take precedence over instruction, contributes to the pressures that impede real learning.

One writer speculates that individual attention to a particular student may average a mere six hours a year. Notice is usually given to the more vocal members of a class, so that perhaps two-thirds of the students, those who may need the most instruction, are largely ignored.

In such a situation, some failures are not surprising.

If, as Montagu suggests, the only true knowledge, the only true science, is “love, is goodness, is the ability to confer survival benefits in a creatively enlarging manner upon others,” then reading, writing, and arithmetic are important, not as ends in themselves but as means. The failure in our schools, then, comes not only from an inability to read or do long division, but from the loss of awareness of the reasons these tools were once thought important. Back-to-basics must mean more than a return to academic structure; it needs to mean a reinvestment in nourishing those qualities in human nature that allow human beings an understanding of what it is to be human.

Similar trends can be found within secondary education; a decline in enrollment in strict academic courses has been most strongly felt in the basics—U.S. history and English fundamentals. Concludes the Los Angeles Times:


Electives in and of themselves are not bad, of course. When used to supplement or enhance knowledge gained in a basic history or English course they provide for both a more sound and complete education than could otherwise be obtained.

… But when they are used in a wholesale manner to replace basic courses, as they increasingly are… and are innovative in name but marginal in content, as many are in high school, then their worth at the very least is questionable. And it is this latter type of elective which has gained an unprecedented foothold in American education.



The elective came about, of course, not randomly as an out-of-the-blue experiment, but as a response to student unrest and boredom with the traditional curriculum; it provided a convenient way to lure uninterested young people back into the classroom. The social turmoil of the 1960s led the faculties of many schools to remove themselves from positions of authority because of the then-prevalent if absurd assumption that authority itself was questionable.

In today’s classroom, according to the Los Angeles Times, there is a hesitancy on the part of the teacher to demand excellence, there is scarcely half the assigned homework of former times, and high grades are often bestowed upon students as rewards for whatever level of performance they achieve. Such factors further erode academic standards. Many students graduate from high school with a high grade-point average and proceed to college, where they promptly experience the shock of being placed in remedial instruction because they cannot read or write adequately.

Ronald Reagan’s cuts in public monies for education—as governor and as president—came at the end of the general collapse and therefore did not cause it, though they led to further damage.

As I stated earlier, a depressing aspect of our list of society’s serious problems is that so many of them, and perhaps all, have some sort of effect on the other listed items. It is obvious enough that for those living below the poverty level the possibilities of getting even a fair education, much less an adequate one, are minimal. We can see this, for example, in the recent recommendations for welfare reform, which are usually expressed in terms of getting people off the welfare rolls and onto the payrolls.

Part of such programs is referred to as job-training. But, points out Andrew Hacker in his informative article “Getting Rough on the Poor” from the New York Review of Books of October 13, 1988, “as it turns out, much of the training has less to do with specific jobs than with basic literacy, and with such matters as dress and deportment, with knowing how to fill out forms or use an alarm clock.”

To recapitulate, the recent weakening of American education and intelligence is part of a larger, depressing social picture, the general outlines of which are now all too familiar: the nihilism of such popular musical forms as punk or heavy-metal rock, the popularity of the most vapid television programs, the increasing number of failures of magazines and newspapers, rising rates of violent crimes of a particularly mindless or cruel sort, the irresponsibility of those who sell guns, drug dependence and the gang wars it causes, the rising indulgence in superstition and fanaticism, the staggering increases in white-collar crime and corruption, the rise of racism among the young, of which the “skinheads” are only one example, and so on. A case can be developed for the argument that, on some level below the conscious, we are, as a people, choosing to become dumber, and more insensitive because the world has come to seem too dangerous and complex. There is a growing sullen contempt for traditional values, rules of the game, and social standards, even among the wealthy and successful. There are hints of this, I think, in the ugly adolescent sneers seen in the photographs of punk rockers, the grating, pounding menace of the music, the pouting, almost sadistic stares of some high-fashion models, the menacing macho tones used in certain radio and television commercials.

As I observed in Ripoff, a study of white-collar crime in America, distorted values that have traditionally been associated with individual criminals and criminal subcultures are now characteristic of the American social ethic itself. Success, however achieved, is given enormous respect, talent and virtue very little. A lack of compassion for minorities, immigrants, the old, the poor, the destitute, the psychologically troubled, becomes ever more evident as those most guilty of it smilingly deny their insensitivity.

It is fascinating that, although our fundamentalist clergy of the Far Right campaigned passionately for conservative Ronald Reagan on the grounds that he would bring a higher moral tone to the White House, more than one hundred highly placed members of the Reagan administration resigned from office in one form of ethical disgrace or another, and there was a greatly increased emphasis on the get-rich-quick-by-whatever-means philosophy.

Dishonesty and corruption are now the norm; the worst crime is getting caught. Adam Smith, the founding father of capitalist philosophy, quite properly identified greed as the energy-source of the free enterprise economy, but Smith was wise and compassionate enough to recognize this as the heart of a moral dilemma for capitalist cultures. Would that his followers were equally wise and moral.

It’s interesting that George Bush, when he came into office, said that he would like to become known as the “education president.” Certainly Reagan, who was one of the least well informed presidents in our nation’s history, could not have done this. American conservative intellectuals were well aware of Reagan’s unbrightness, but for understandable reasons did not refer to it publicly since Reagan, in his capacity as an experienced radio announcer and film actor, was an extremely effective salesman for conservative programs.

But if Ronald Reagan and the general mind-set that he encouraged are to be added to the long list of causative factors of our present predicament, we nevertheless ought not to think that the problem is uniquely modern.

Although the present degree of popular American ignorance may be unprecedented, the underlying problem dates from the age of Plato, and may well go back to an even earlier time. The Greeks, in any event, understood that since citizenship was a high honor and a responsibility it went without saying that one had to be prepared—which is to say educated—for it. Not every citizen has to be a philosopher, and obviously not every citizen is qualified to hold political office. But, by God, every citizen ought to know enough to vote intelligently.

As for reason, until recently we have not bothered to defend it because we assumed it had come to be more or less the norm, just as we have often failed to realize the precariousness of our freedom because we assumed it represented the natural state of affairs historically.

There is no ground for the latter assumption. Taking the long view of history, it is tyranny that has been the norm, and freedom the rare exception. Of the some 160 nations on Planet Earth at present, only a handful are real democracies. Civilization is a quite modern, and fragile, invention. Reason is central to it.

No one, of course, has ever recommended complete democracy as a means of conducting the affairs of a modern nation. Even in theory total democracy can function only in a small community, and in practice seems at best to be a qualified success even there. But the sensible alternative is certainly not a steady, even precipitous, erosion of popular competence to take part in democratic procedures. The American people are now running just such a risk, as ignorance about political philosophy and practice increases.

Conservatives, among others, speak repeatedly, and correctly, about the necessity to uphold intellectual standards. Yet in their two relatively recent opportunities to select presidential candidates, they have offered us men of modest intelligence, such as Barry Goldwater and Ronald Reagan. Let the conservative reader waste no time on the assumption that to so characterize these genial gentlemen is merely to express liberal bias. I repeat that almost every conservative intellectual in the country will concede the point, if not for personal attribution. Indeed, in 1982, one of the nation’s best-known right-wing polemicists said derisively, at a small dinner party, “Do you know what our esteemed president has on his mind these days?”

“No,” said a table companion, playing the conversational game, “what does he have on his mind?”

“Absolutely nothing,” said the conservative leader, to the amusement of all present.

It would be fortunate for the country if all recent Democratic contenders for the presidency were noted for their intellect. Alas, they are not.

Incidentally, readers should by no means infer that, in writing such a book, I am presenting myself as a supremely reasonable authority, any more than they should assume that a clergyman who delivers a moral sermon is necessarily himself saintly But I am, at least, sensitive to the irrational in my own thought and behavior, and feel uncomfortable about its all too frequent outbreak.

Most of us wince when we hear a musical tone that is too high or too low. Just so, such modest rational powers as we possess should make us wince when we hear blatant examples of unreason.
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