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INTRODUCTION

Henry Louis Mencken (1880–1956) was one of the last American intellectuals to speak out forcefully, pungently, and satirically against the follies of religion. In the course of a long career as journalist, essayist, and social commentator, Mencken relentlessly—but always with a liberal dose of wit, persiflage, and dry humor—exposed the multitudinous absurdities presented to his gaze by a country in which Fundamentalists, Christian Scientists, theosophists, and religionists of every other creed and sect cavorted before a populace too foolish and credulous to detect the logical fallacies and contradictions to known fact that every religion offers in such abundance. Himself a “theological moron”—one who was “absolutely devoid of what is called religious feeling”—he could gaze with insouciance and bland objectivity at the circus-show offered by American religion.


Mencken speaks of his own religious upbringing in “The Schooling of a Theologian” (1939), testifying that his father, an avowed unbeliever, enrolled Mencken and his brother Charlie in a Methodist Sunday school for the sole purpose of having his own afternoons free for a nap. After all, the two hours a week spent in this school could be easily counteracted by the influence of the infidel Papa Mencken the rest of the time. Mencken claimed to be relatively impartial on the subject of religion—“I am anything but a militant atheist and haven’t the slightest objection to churchgoing, so long as it is honest,” he wrote in “Confessions of a Theological Moron” (1920)—but the course of his literary work makes it plain that he sided with heretics on the great majority of issues where religion came into conflict with science, politics, and the advance of civilization.


The fundamental tenet of Mencken’s thought is libertarianism, in the purest sense of the term: “I am, in brief, a libertarian of the most extreme variety, and know of no human right that is one-tenth as valuable as the simple right to utter what seems (at the moment) to be the truth. Take away this right, and none other is worth a hoot; nor, indeed, can any other long exist.”1 This remark was made in the context of literature and literary criticism, but its implication is clearly broader than that. What Mencken most strongly objected to in religion was not the expression of nonsensical views—these could easily be combated by rebuttal from the other side—but the inveterate tendency of religion to seek the enforcement of its views by the power of the government. As he wrote of the antievolutionist Fundamentalists he saw during the Scopes trial, “They believe…that men who know too much should be seized by the secular arm and put down by force. They dream…of a world unanimously sure of Heaven and unanimously idiotic on this earth.”


Mencken found abundant opportunities in his long literary career for lampooning religion. Although some antireligious diatribes appear in his early newspaper work for the Baltimore Evening Sun (whose staff he joined in 1906 as an editorial writer), Mencken’s accession to the coeditorship of the Smart Set in 1914 provided a broader forum for his opinions on a wide variety of issues. He had been the magazine’s book reviewer since November 1908, writing a monthly column of nearly 5,000 words with mechanical regularity; but the bulk of this column was devoted to reviews of new fiction, mostly novels, and it was only occasionally—as when he reviewed Willard Huntington Wright’s What Nietzsche Taught (1915) or a new biography of Billy Sunday—that he allowed himself to expatiate on religious issues in the course of reviewing a book. But in April 1919 Mencken and his coeditor George Jean Nathan initiated a column entitled “Répétition Générale,” which lasted to the end of his editorship of the magazine in December 1923. In this column Mencken and Nathan felt at liberty to pontificate on the widest array of subjects, and Mencken himself frequently chose to lambaste religion with the flamboyant wit that he was developing as his trademark. (The various segments of the “Répétition Générale” column are unsigned, but Mencken’s contributions—especially on religious subjects—are easy to identify by internal evidence.) The Smart Set, a self-styled “magazine of cleverness,” was the ideal organ for writing that stretched the limits of polite discourse in matters of religion, politics, society, and sexuality. It is no surprise that Mencken’s uncannily prescient article “Venture into Therapeutics” (1923)—in which he urged African Americans to convert en masse to Islam for the purpose of battling the Ku Klux Klan and, perhaps, of initiating a general race war in the South—appeared in the final year of his editorship of the Smart Set.


Meanwhile, the Baltimore Evening Sun was proving to be a useful venue for Mencken’s jeering at religion. His editorial column generally appeared on Mondays, and often provoked controversy not only in Baltimore but throughout the nation. By the early 1920s, after all, Mencken had become one of the leading cultural commentators in the nation. His early treatises on Shaw (1905) and Nietzsche (1908) had not attracted much attention, but his Smart Set reviews had gained him notoriety, and such works as A Book of Prefaces (1917), In Defense of Women (1918), and, especially, the first of his six volumes of Prejudices (1919–27) had catapulted him into celebrity as an iconoclast and gadfly. In his Baltimore Evening Sun columns he felt the need to be topical, but he would frequently use some relatively transient event—the appearance of a new and critical biography of Mary Baker Eddy, for example—as the stepping-stone to a broader discussion of religious issues.


In 1924 Mencken and Nathan, having resigned from the Smart Set because the owners of that magazine wished to make it a popular organ for the masses rather than a highbrow periodical for the elite, established the American Mercury, quickly making it one of the leading intellectual forums of the day. In the ten years of his editorship, Mencken systematically published some of the keenest political and social commentators of his time. His own contributions were largely restricted to tart editorials, chiefly of a political nature (and chiefly lampooning the Republican presidents Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover), and a book review column. In 1924–25 Mencken, in collaboration with Nathan, revived the “Répétition Générale” column under the title “Clinical Notes,” but thereafter Mencken allowed Nathan to write the column by himself. In accordance with the overall emphasis of the magazine, Mencken reviewed far fewer works of fiction and many more works on politics, society, and especially religion. He rarely passed up the opportunity to skewer some particularly foolish venture into Christian apologetics—as in Howard A. Kelly’s A Scientific Man and the Bible (1925)—or to praise an astute dissection of religious fraud, as in Joseph Wheless’s Is It God’sWord? (1926) or Robert Briffaut’s Sin and Sex (1931).


It might seem that Mencken’s views on religion were codified in his substantial Treatise on the Gods (1930), but this monograph, lengthy as it is, proves to be a rather dry anthropological account of the evolution of religion—specifically the Christian religion—and its role in ethics (a subject more exhaustively discussed in the later Treatise on Right andWrong [1934]), politics, and other areas. Mencken seems to have made a tactical mistake in attempting to write a sober and pseudoscholarly tome on the subject, especially as he decided to eschew the piquant humor that makes his newspaper and magazine work so distinctive. His anthropology is now a bit antiquated, and the work as a whole cannot stand up to intellectual scrutiny. Accordingly, I have not included any of it in the present compilation.


In the final fifteen or so years of his career—prior to the stroke that incapacitated him in 1949—Mencken wrote chiefly, and almost exclusively, on politics. Although taking rich satisfaction in the repeal of Prohibition in 1933 (he had, all along, rightly considered it an intolerable infringement of civil liberties and a virtual repudiation of the Bill of Rights), he developed an almost fanatical loathing of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, believing him to be a fascist and a dictator little different from the “uplifters” and “right-thinkers” who had inflicted Prohibition upon a recalcitrant nation. Mencken, cynical as he was about the ability of politicians to do anything but preserve their own jobs, was entirely unaware that the depth and severity of the depression required extraordinary measures from the government, and his inveterate hatred of governmental intrusion into the social and economic sphere turned him into a reactionary and a crank. Little that he wrote during this time—except his always lively and perspicacious reports of the quadrennial Democratic and Republican national conventions—is of any lasting importance. In any event, Mencken wrote little on religion at this time, evidently believing that he had said all he had to say on the subject.


Mencken’s views on religion are intimately related to his political philosophy. Throughout his career—and most vigorously in the treatise Notes on Democracy (1926)—he reiterated the opinion that ordinary people are incapable of grasping the complexities of the world around them. To be blunt, they are too stupid to have an intelligent opinion on religion, science, society, or even politics, so that the very principle of democracy (by which Mencken really meant universal suffrage) is a farce and a tragedy. It is difficult to deny the force of Mencken’s criticism, even though universal suffrage has become the chief shibboleth of American political thought. What this means as far as religion is concerned is (as he writes in “The Black Art”) that the great majority of people are credulous and superstitious to a degree almost impossible for the “very, very small” number of genuinely intelligent persons to grasp. And it is not merely that people are ignorant; the problem is worse than that. “Homo boobiens is a fundamentalist for the precise reason that he is uneducable.” This statement from “Fundamentalism: Divine and Secular” (written a few months after the conclusion of the Scopes trial) gets to the heart of the matter: if people are, in the mass, uneducable, then any attempt to convince them of the erroneousness of their views is doomed from the start. It is for this reason that Mencken found evangelical atheism futile and preposterous. The matter is not one of intellect but of psychology: people are so psychologically dependent upon the comfort their religion provides that no amount of proof of the falsity of their beliefs will have the slightest influence upon them. There seems little denying Mencken’s assertion that “freedom from such superstitions, like the capacity for truth and honor, is the exclusive possession of a very small minority of the human race—even in America, a country where education is free and universal, probably not more than one-tenth of one per cent.”


In Mencken’s view, “religion belongs to a very early stage of human development, and…its rapid decay in the world since the Reformation is evidence of genuine progress” (“The Ascent of Man”). The ideas of progress and civilization were important to Mencken. As he wrote in the late essay “What I Believe” (1930), “…men become civilized, not in proportion to their willingness to believe, but in proportion to their readiness to doubt.” It is a sentiment exactly echoed by Bertrand Russell: “William James used to preach the ‘will to believe.’ For my part, I should wish to preach the ‘will to doubt.’”2 And yet, Mencken believed that the “genuine progress” he sought affected only a tiny proportion of the human race; as he wrote in “Homo Neandertalensis,” one of his opening salvos in the Scopes trial:



It is common to assume that human progress affects everyone—that even the dullest man, in these bright days, knows more than any man of, say, the Eighteenth Century, and is far more civilized. This assumption is quite erroneous. The men of the educated minority, no doubt, know more than their predecessors, and of some of them, perhaps, it may be said that they are more civilized—though I should not like to be put to giving names—but the great masses of men, even in this inspired republic, are precisely where the mob was at the dawn of history. They are ignorant, they are dishonest, they are cowardly, they are ignoble. They know little if anything that is worth knowing, and there is not the slightest sign of a natural desire among them to increase their knowledge.




But if this is the case, what is to be done? Is there any use even in speaking out against religion, given that it is not likely to affect the ignorant masses in any way?There is, because it is that “educated minority” who will carry on the banner of civilization, and whose opinions are therefore worth influencing. Mencken was relentless in asserting his and others’ freedom to speak boldly and forthrightly on religion and in denying that religious views in themselves are somehow immune from criticism. This latter point is of particular importance. Religionists have long claimed that their opinions, merely because they are religious, are sacrosanct; in prior ages they were able to enforce this view by the notably effective means of burning heretics and infidels at the stake, but the notion persists today. The feeble apologist Stephen L. Carter is constantly demanding “respect” for religious views without establishing that those views are deserving of respect. His stance was refuted more than seventy years ago by Mencken: “There is, in fact, nothing about religious opinions that entitles them to any more respect than other opinions get. On the contrary, they tend to be noticeably silly…. No; there is nothing notably dignified about religious ideas. They run, rather, to a peculiarly puerile and tedious kind of nonsense.”


This point is of particular relevance in the matter of the conflict between religion and science. In his earliest essay on the Scopes trial, “The Tennesee Circus,” Mencken resolutely maintained that “there can be no honest compromise” between the theory of evolution and Fundamentalist religion: “Either Genesis embodies a mathematically accurate statement of what took place during the week of June 3, 4004 B. C. or Genesis is not actually the Word of God. If the former alternative be accepted, then all of modern science is nonsense: if the latter, then evangelical Christianity is nonsense.” It is a truth that many “reconcilers” of religion and science are reluctant to acknowledge, for the conflict goes well beyond that between science and Fundamentalism: all religion is really at stake. In sympathizing with J. Gresham Machen, who tellingly rebutted the Modernists who were seeking to paper over the numerous erroneous or embarrassing utterances in the Bible in order to make them more palatable to modern sensibilities, Mencken asserts: “The instant they [the Modernists] admit that only part of the Bible may be rejected, if it be only the most trifling fly-speck in the Pauline Epistles, they admit that any other part may be rejected. Thus the divine authority of the whole disappears and there is no more evidence that Christianity is a revealed religion than there is that Mohammedanism is.”


Mencken gained the greatest celebrity for his religious views during the Scopes trial of 1925, which he witnessed almost in its entirety. (Regrettably, he had left Dayton, Tennessee, just before Clarence Darrow dramatically placed William Jennings Bryan on the stand for his celebrated cross-examination.) His role as an acerbic commentator on the trial gained him both notoriety and infamy; in thinly disguised form, he is the original of the character E. K. Hornbeck in Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee’s play Inherit the Wind (1955). And yet, Mencken’s complete writings on the Scopes trial—which began with “The Tennessee Circus” and other articles written weeks before the actual trial got underway, and ended with several follow-up essays after the trial’s conclusion, including two outrageous obituaries of the late William Jennings Bryan—have never been reprinted in their entirety until now.


Although Mencken was nominally in Dayton not in his usual role as editorialist but as an actual reporter (his essays almost invariably appeared on the front page of the Baltimore Evening Sun rather than on the editorial page), he makes little effort at any objective or exhaustive account of the actual proceedings of the trial.3 (The Evening Sun had, in any case, sent another reporter to cover the bare events, and his articles also appeared on the front page.) Accordingly, we do not gain any clear impression of the salient features of the two-week trial; even its three most dramatic events—Darrow’s great speech for the dismissal of the case; the judge’s decision to exclude expert testimony by scientists on the truth of evolution; and Darrow’s cross-examination of Bryan—are alluded to only in passing in Mencken’s screeds. Instead, he uses the trial as a springboard for broader discussions—the conflict of science and religion, the role of the government in enforcing religious views, the ignorance of the common people, and, most emphatically, the need to combat religious obscurantism by vigorous rebuttal and refutation. It is no surprise that, a year after the trial’s conclusion, Mencken is speaking strongly about an active campaign against religion: “A defensive war is not enough; there must be a forthright onslaught upon the theological citadel, and every effort must be made to knock it down. For so long as it remains a stronghold, there will be no security for sound sense among us, and little for common decency.” It is unfortunate that so few public commentators—with the solitary but distinguished exception of GoreVidal—have taken up Mencken’s call to arms.


Mencken has taken the greatest heat for his merciless skewering of William Jennings Bryan both during the trial and immediately after his sudden death a few days after the end of the trial. To be sure, Mencken was not liberally endowed with any reverence for the adage de mortuis nil nisi bonum, and some of his statements (“Bryan was a vulgar and common man, a cad undiluted. He was ignorant, bigoted, self-seeking, blatant and dishonest”) might seem to justify L. Sprague de Camp’s assessment: “Mencken succeeded in being even more unjust to Bryan than Bryan had been to Darrow in his post-trial statement. He also succeeded in shocking Bryan’s admirers as severely as if he had literally scalped Bryan’s corpse and done a war dance around it, waving his bloody trophy.”4 But was Mencken “unjust” to Bryan? Was Mencken not justified in writing the following prior to Bryan’s death?



This old buzzard, having failed to raise the mob against its rulers, now prepares to raise it against its teachers. He can never be the peasants’ President, but there is still a chance to be the peasants’ Pope. He leads a new crusade, his bald head glistening, his face streaming with sweat, his chest heaving beneath his rumpled alpaca coat…. But let no one, laughing at him, underestimate the magic that lies in his black, malignant eye, his frayed but still eloquent voice. He can shake and inflame these poor ignoramuses as no other man among us can shake and inflame them, and he is desperately eager to order the charge. In Tennessee he is drilling his army. The big battles, he believes, will be fought elsewhere.




The mere fact that Bryan happened to die before he could continue carrying the banner of ignorant Fundamentalism should not require Mencken to pull his punches. If Bryan had been only a fool, he would have been deserving only of pity; but Bryan was a dangerous and powerful fool, and that combination justifiably required the most vigorous possible combat.


For Mencken, the most ominous feature of the whole antievolution movement in Tennessee was the intrusion of the government into areas in which it had no legitimate place. He had already expressed repeated outrage over Prohibition, and the Tennessee statute offered further cause for alarm that the Bill of Rights—and specifically the First Amendment—was in jeopardy. Is it then a paradox that, in the essay “In Tennessee,” Mencken actually defends the role of the Tennessee legislature in passing the law? It was this essay that initially led Bryan to think of Mencken as an ally—an impression that was quickly scotched as he read Mencken’s subsequent reports of the trial. But “In Tennessee” must be read in the context of Mencken’s long-standing disdain of “pedagogues,” both in the high schools and in the colleges; he saw them merely as the mindless pawns of a national educational system that not merely failed to educate the great mass of its citizens (who, in any case, were incapable of being properly educated), but which actively sought not to educate but to indoctrinate its subjects into socially and politically acceptable points of view. For Mencken, “A pedagogue, properly so called—and a high-school teacher in a country town is properly so called—is surely not a searcher for knowledge. His job in the world is simply to pass on what has been chosen and approved by his superiors.” And yet, the half-bantering tone of “In Tennessee” should not deceive us. Two years after the end of the Scopes trial, Mencken in “Another Inquisition Fails” (1927) is gleefully trumpeting the failure of Fundamentalists to pass antievolution statutes in other states.


One of Mencken’s most controversial stances in the issue of religion and politics is his assertion that religions—specifically the Methodist and Baptist churches—were behind the movement to pass the Prohibition amendment and, even more notoriously, were behind the reemergence of the Ku Klux Klan in 1915.The matter is too complex for detailed treatment here, but the historical evidence suggests that Mencken was pretty much on target in the first claim but somewhat off the mark in the second. The central role of the Anti-Saloon League in advocating Prohibition, from as early as the 1890s, is not in doubt; nor is there any doubt of its fundamentally religious character and basis. F. Scott McBride, general superintendent of the league, stated: “The Anti-Saloon League was born of God. It has been led by Him, and will fight on while He leads.” Herbert Asbury, author of the tart autobiography Up from Methodism (1926), shows how intimately certain churches were behind the temperance movement, particularly in regard to its exercise of political influence:



The Anti-Saloon League always called itself “the church in action against the saloon,” and claimed to have brought the Protestant denominations into the fight and into politics…. In a declaration published in 1892 the Methodist Church, afterward the principal supporter of the Anti-Saloon League, said under the heading of Political Action, “We recommend all members…who enjoy the elective franchise to use that solemn trust so as to promote the rescue of our country from the guilt and dishonor which have been brought upon it by a criminal complicity with the liquor traffic…. we record our deliberate judgment that no political party has a right to expect, nor ought it to receive, the support of Christian men so long as it stands committed to the license policy, or refuses to put itself on record in an attitude of open hostility to the saloon.” The Convention of the Southern Baptist Church said in 1890 that “no Christian citizen should ever cast a ballot for any man, measure, or platform that is opposed to the annihilation of the liquor traffic.” That same year the Christian Church, or Disciples of Christ, urged “a political party committed to the policy of state and national prohibition and to the enforcement of the law.” Similar positions were taken by other Protestant churches.5




It was clearly the Baptist and Methodist churches as a whole, and not merely individual members of them acting independently, who formed the core of the Anti-Saloon League and engaged in political pressure upon politicians to pass the Prohibition amendment. While it is true that Prohibition was in part a reaction by Anglo-Saxon Americans against what they perceived to be the excessive imbibing of recent European immigrants, there was always a subtle anti-Catholic bias mixed with this xenophobic prejudice—a bias that emerged openly with the nomination in 1928 of the “wet” Democratic presidential candidate Al Smith, the first Catholic nominated by any major American party for the presidency.


As for the Ku Klux Klan, Mencken is on somewhat shakier ground. For the first decade or two of the Klan’s existence after its reconstitution in 1915, its chief foes were not African Americans or Jews but Catholics, who were seen as symbols of the perceived immorality, influx of foreigners, and social changes that were affecting the United States in the early decades of the twentieth century. Individual Klansmen, and even some Klan leaders, were indeed associated with the Baptist or Methodist churches, but there was no concerted support of the Klan by any church. As Kenneth T. Jackson, historian of the Klan, writes:



Although there was no formal connection between the Invisible Empire and any religious denomination, Fundamentalism was the central thread of the Klan program. Declaring that “America is Protestant and so it must remain,” the KKK glorified the “old-time religion,” rejected evolution and higher criticism, and admonished its members to attend church regularity. Protestant clergymen were reminded that Klansmen accepted the Bible as the literal and unalterable word of God. As proof of their devotion, masked Knights frequently appeared unannounced before quiescent congregations for the purpose of making a well-publicized donation.6




Jackson goes on to point to the Klan’s role in supporting Prohibition and other conservative moral and social causes.


With the election of Herbert Hoover in 1928, Mencken saw another figure as representative of the unwarranted influence of religion in the political sphere—Monsignor James Cannon, the leading Methodist clergyman of his time. Cannon had been instrumental both in the Prohibition movement and in the effort to woo several normally Democratic states away from Al Smith to Herbert Hoover in the election of 1928. Mencken therefore feared that Cannon would in effect establish a state religion based upon dogmatic Methodism. But his concerns were much exaggerated. Cannon’s electioneering efforts had engendered hostility both in and out of his church, and in the next several years he was dogged by accusations ranging from misuse of church funds to adultery. Opponents in the Methodist church dissolved the church’s Board of Temperance and Social Service, which had served as a major platform for Cannon’s temperance battles, and his influence waned thereafter.


What distinguishes H. L. Mencken’s writing on religion is not merely its cogency and force as logical argument, but its piquancy, vibrancy, and satirical wit. Mencken knew that satire and ridicule are important weapons in the battle against religious obscurantism; the ignorant masses, of course, are not likely to be affected by them (as they are still less likely to be affected by logical argument), but the tiny residue of the intelligent might perhaps be shamed into abandoning or modifying their sheepish adherence to outmoded religious creeds by a shower of abuse. The proper response to religious folly is not outrage but amused contempt. Mencken could rarely avoid the temptation to lampoon: consider “The Anthropomorphic Delusion” (1919), in which he asserts that “man is botched and ridiculous,” and thereby hardly the work of an omnipotent deity (he follows up this argument in “Hints toTheologians” by maintaining that, because human beings are so imperfect, they must have been the creation not of a single god, but of an incompetent committee of gods); consider further “Services for the Damned,” which urges the creation of nonreligious marriage and death ceremonies “for the admittedly damned”; or “Religious Prejudice” (1924), in which Mencken claims that the spectacle of various religious sects battling each other provides a good show for the rest of us; or his imperishable accounts of attending revival meetings by Billy Sunday and Aimée Semple McPherson; or, perhaps best of all, “The Spirit World” (1922), in which he sensibly asks why the spirits of human beings should exhibit any greater intelligence after death than the human beings themselves did in life. Madame Blavatsky’s theosophist “hooey” comes in for merciless ridicule, as does Christian Science, of which Mencken asserted: “the idea behind it is one of the few human ideas in which I can find no sense or logic whatever.” As for Fundamentalists, his scorn was unrelenting. Did they reject the notion that their grandfathers had been gorillas? They certainly did, and for a very good reason: “most of them had seen their grandfather—and so the plausibility of the notion made them shiver.”


And yet, Mencken could also be remarkably prescient. I have already pointed out his whimsical suggestion that African Americans convert to Islam. In “The Decline of Protestantism” (1925) he accurately predicts the decline of mainline Protestant churches and the resurgence of Fundamentalism, as a wider and wider dichotomy emerges between a secular intelligentsia and an increasingly backward general populace. Mencken’s call, in “What Is to Be Done about Divorce?” (1930), that the clergy with their primitive dogmas get out of the business of dictating divorce laws has been fulfilled by the passage of sensible divorce legislation in most states in this country; and in “Democracy and Theocracy” (1928), his observation that the United States has “always diluted democracy with theocracy” in defiance of the First Amendment is as true now as it was in his time.


Will another commentator, with a prominence analogous to what Mencken achieved in the period from around 1915 to 1930, ever duplicate his boldness, his forthrightness, his pungency in battling orthodox religion? The prospects do not seem favorable. In contrast to Mencken’s own strictures, religions have even more forcefully asserted the bad taste of criticizing their tenets, as if it were a sign of religious bigotry to point out the manifest errors and implausibilities that are fossilized in every sacred scripture ever devised by human beings. The various religious sects in this country have merely become a succession of political parties, each striving to gain a numerical majority of adherents without any regard to the truth or falsity of their dogmas; or worse, they have become hawkers of their wares, advertising their faith exactly as if it were just another commodity in our consumeristic culture. An H. L. Mencken of the twenty-first century would be a refreshing tonic against the buffooneries of American religion, but the chances of his emergence do not seem at the moment to be good.


—S.T. Joshi



A NOTE ON THIS EDITION

I have reprinted the articles in this volume directly from the magazines and newspapers in which they originally appeared. I have made no alteration in the texts save for the correction of a few obvious typographical errors and (especially in the book review columns) a replacement of Mencken’s quotation marks for book titles with italics. Even in the few instances in which these articles were later reprinted (usually with revisions) in various of Mencken’s books, I have chosen to use the original versions as more accurately reflecting his views on the date they were written.


The titles of some of the selections are of my own invention. These include: “Immortality,” “Nietzsche on Religion” (originally a book review column in the Smart Set, titled “The Bugaboo of the Sunday Schools”), “The Need for an Ingersoll,” “Services for the Damned,” “The Decline of Protestantism,” “A Day with Billy Sunday” (originally a book review column in the Smart Set, titled “Savonarolas A-Sweat”), “Evangelical Ignoramuses,”  “What’s the Matter with the Churches?” and “The Churches and the Depression.” Several items are titled subsections in the “Répétition Générale” column in the Smart Set: “Confession of a Theological Moron,” “The Anthropomorphic Delusion,” “The Ascent of Man,” “The Spirit World,” “Venture into Therapeutics,” and “Vox Populi, Vox Dei.” (The item I have placed as an epilogue, “Memorial Service,” was originally a section titled “Threnody” in “Répétition Générale.”) Three items—“Hint to Theologians,” “The Ghostly Fraternity,” and “Religious Prejudice”—are titled subsections in the “Clinical Notes” column in the American Mercury. All book reviews from the American Mercury bear titles created by Mencken.


In order to minimize the number of footnotes, I have prepared a glossary of names mentioned in the text. Mencken was fond of dropping names, most of whom were known to his readers but many of whom have now fallen into obscurity. In a few cases I have found it easier to elucidate these names in a footnote.


I am grateful to Douglas A. Anderson and Scott Connors for supplying some of the texts included in this book. My colleagues Ray Stevens, Richard J. Schrader, S. L. Harrison, andVincent Fitzpatrick have been supportive of my work on Mencken and have lent valuable advice. Leslie G. Boba has lent support in other and still more valuable ways.










I
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THE BELIEFS OF AN ICONOCLAST


THE SCHOOLING OF A THEOLOGIAN

In the days of my earliest memories my father had an acquaintance named Mr. Garrigues, a highly respectable gentleman of French origin who operated a men’s hat store in West Baltimore, not far from our home on Hollins Street. This hat store of his, though it drove an excellent trade, occupied him only on weekdays; on Sundays he threw himself, rather curiously for a man of his race, into superintending the Sunday school of a little Methodist chapel on nearby Wilkins Avenue. Early one winter evening he dropped in while my brother Charlie and I were playing Indians up and down the front staircase, and proposed to my father that we be articled to his Sunday school. I recall, of course, nothing of his argument, though my brother and I naturally eavesdropped; I remember only that it lasted but a few minutes, and that the very next Sunday afternoon Mr. Garrigues called at the house in a high silk hat and conducted us to his seminary.

It was not until years afterward that I learned why my father had succumbed so quickly, or indeed at all. I understood by that time that he was what Christendom abhors as an infidel, and I took the liberty of expressing some wonder that he had been willing, in that character, to expose his two innocent sons to the snares of the Wesleyan divinity. He hemmed and hawed a little, but finally let go the truth. What moved him, he confessed, was simply his overmastering impulse to give over the Sunday afternoons of winter to quiet snoozing. This had been feasible so long as my brother and I were puling infants and could be packed off for naps ourselves, but as we increased in years and malicious animal magnetism1 and began to prefer leaping and howling up and downstairs, it became impossible for him to get any sleep. So he was a setup for Mr. Garrigues and succumbed without firing a shot. “The risk,” he went on to explain, “was much less than you seem to think. Garrigues and his Methodists had you less than two hours a week, and I had you all the rest of the time. I’d have been a hell of a theologian to let them fetch you.”

I recall very little of his counter-revolutionary propaganda save that it took the form of a sort of satirical cross-examination, deliberately contrived to be idiotic. “Have they got you to Jonah yet? Have you heard about him swallowing the whale?”2 And so on. I recall even less of the teaching in the Sunday school itself, though I apparently picked up from it some knowledge of the dramatis personae of the Old Testament. At all events, I can’t remember the time when I did not know that Moses wrote theTen Commandments and wore a long beard; that Noah built an ark like the one we had in our Christmas garden and filled it with animals which, to this day, I always think of as wooden, with a leg or two missing; that Lot’s wife was turned into a pillar of salt; that the Tower of Babel was twice as high as the Baltimore shot tower; that Abraham greatly pleased Jahveh by the strange device of offering to butcher and roast his own son; and that Leviticus was the father of Deuteronomy. But all this learning must have been imparted by a process resembling osmosis, for I have no recollection of any formal teaching, or even of any teacher.

The one thing I really remember about that Sunday school is the agreeable heartiness of the singing. It is, of course, the thing that all children enjoy most in Sunday schools, for there they are urged to whoop their loudest in praise of God, and that license is an immense relief from the shushing they are always hearing at home. Years later I lived for a while beside a Christian Science establishment in which the larval scientificos were taught, presumably, that their occasional bellyaches were only mortal error, but all I ever heard of this teaching was their frequent antiphon of cheerful song, with each singer shrilling along in a different key. If the Bach Choir could work up so much pressure in its pipes, the Mass in B minor would become as popular as “Sweet Adeline.” So far as I can make out, I attended Mr. Garrigues’ hive of hymnody but two winters, and yet I carried away from it a repertoire of Methodist shouts and glees that sticks to me to this day and is turned loose every time I let three-bottle men take me for a ride.

My favorite then, as now, was “AreYou Ready for the Judgment Day?,” a gay and even rollicking tune with a saving hint of brimstone in the words. I am told by Paul Patterson, of the Baltimore Sunpapers, who got his vocal training in the Abraham Lincoln Belt of Inner Illinois, that the No. 1 hymn there in the eighties was “Shower of Blessing,” but in Baltimore, though we sang it, it was far down the list. We grouped it, in fact, with such dolce but unexhilarating things as “The Sweet By-and-By” and “God Be with You Till We Meet Again”—pretty stuff, to be sure, but sadly lacking in bite and zowie. The runner-up to “AreYou Ready?” was “I Went Down the Rock to Hide My Face,” another hymn with a very lively swing to it, and after it came “Stand Up! Stand Up for Jesus!,” “Draw Me Nearer, Nearer, Blessed Lord,” “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” and “Revive Us Again,” which last was cabbaged by the I.W.W.’s3 years later and converted into proletarian ribaldry. We also learned the more sombre classics—“Nearer, My God, to Thee,” “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” “From Greenland’s Icy Mountains,” “Rock of Ages,” “There Is a Green Hill Far Away,” and so on—but they were not sung often and my brother and I had little fancy for them. It was not until I transferred to another Sunday school that I came to know such lugubrious horrors as “There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood.” The Methodists avoided everything of that kind. They surely did not neglect Hell in their preaching, but when they lifted up their voices in song they liked to pretend that they were booked to escape it.

My early preference for “AreYou Ready?” was no doubt supported by the fact that it was also a favorite among the Aframerican evangelists who practiced in the alley behind Hollins Street, alarming and shaking down the resident sinners. These evangelists did not confine themselves to Sundays but worked seven days a week, and it seemed to me as a boy that there was always one of them in operation. They were both male and female. I recall clearly a female who wore a semi-ecclesiastical robe of violent purple and had a voice so raucous that the white neighbors often begged the cops to chase her away. Whenever she was hustled out, she kept on shouting warnings over her shoulder, always to the effect that the Day of Judgment was just round the corner. Her chief target was a low-down white man who lived in the alley with a colored woman and had a large family of mulattoes. When he retreated into his house, she howled at him through the window. So far as I know, she never made any impression on him or on his children, though his lady sometimes gave her a penny. This sinful white man, who never did any work, eventually disappeared, and the colored people reported that he had been killed in a brawl and his body hauled to the University of Maryland dissecting room. Of his children, one son was later hanged.

The evangelists always began their proceedings by lining out a hymn, and usually it was “AreYou Ready?” It brought out all the colored people who happened to be at home, and in a few minutes white boys began to leap over the Hollins Street back fences to join the congregation. (In those days no self-respecting boy ever went through a gate. It was a point of honor to climb over the fence.) After the opening hymn had reached its tenth and last stanza, the evangelist would pray at length, mentioning salient sinners by name. Then there would be another hymn, and after that he would launch into his discourse. Its subject was always the same: the dreadful state of Aframerican morals in West Baltimore. It was delivered in a terrifying manner—in fact, it ran mainly to shrieks and howls—but it was seldom long, for the colored people preferred their theology in small and powerful doses. Then there would be another hymn, and the reverend would begin to show signs that a collection was impending. The moment those signs were detected, nine-tenths of his audience vanished. Not infrequently, in fact, ten-tenths of it vanished, and all he could do, after mop-ping his brow and stuffing his handkerchief into his hat, was to shuffle on to some other alley.

We white boys always joined in the hymns and listened to the sermons. From the latter we picked up a great deal of useful information about the geography, dimensions, temperature, social life and public works of Hell. To this day I probably know more about the matter than most ordained clergymen. The Hell we heard about was chiefly peopled, of course, by the colored damned; it was some time later before I began to understand clearly that there was also accommodation for Caucasians. We seldom attempted to roughhouse these services, though once in a while a boy whose people had family prayers and who thus hated religion would heave a dead cat over the fence or run down the alley yelling “Fire!” The colored communicants commonly gave ear to the evangelist with perfect gravity. Indeed, the only one who ever ventured to dispute the theology on tap was Old Wesley, the alley metaphysician, and he reserved his caveats for the preaching of his brother, a divine who pastored a tar-paper tabernacle down in Calvert County and showed up only to rowel and bedevil Wesley for living in adultery with our next-door neighbor’s colored cook.

It was the dream of every alley evangelist to be called to a regular church, and sometimes that dream was realized. The call consisted in renting a room in a tumbledown house, putting in a couple of rows of benches, and finding two or three pious colored women to feed the pastor and pay the rent. There was always a sign outside giving the name of the establishment, the name of the pastor (invariably followed by D.D.), and the order of services. These signs followed an invariable pattern, with all of the “s”s backward, and plenty of small “a”s, “e”s and “r”s scattered through the capitals. Such signs are still plentiful in the poorer colored neighborhoods of Baltimore, and the old church names survive—the Watch Your Step Baptist Temple, the SweetViolet Church of God, the No More Booze Pentecostal Tabernacle, and so on. One such basilica that I recall stood in the middle of a lot down near the Baltimore & Ohio tracks, surrounded by Jimson weeds and piles of rusting tin cans. The sistren of the Ladies’ Aid roved the vicinity, cadging contributions from white passers-by. Whenever my father and his brother passed of a Sunday morning on their way to George Zipprian’s beer garden across the tracks, they gave up ten cents apiece to the first collector who flagged them.

We were not permitted to enter any of these tabernacles, for they were supposed to swarm with ticks, fleas, spiders, lice, thousand legs and other Arthropoda. But we were free to attend the street-corner hullabaloos of the Salvation Army, which was a novelty in the United States at the end of the eighties and almost as good as a circus. Here our training in Wesleyan hymnody stood us in good stead, for the hymns the Army howled were the same that we had howled ourselves in Mr. Garrigues’ chapel. We let go with all brakes off, and greatly enjoyed the ensuing confessions of the saved. There was one old man who admitted such revolting crimes that we never got enough of him, and it was a sad day when he failed to appear and the cop on the beat intimated that he had been hauled off to a lunatic asylum. When the beautiful Amazons of God began circulating in the crowd with their tambourines, we took to our heels, for we believed in conscience that salvation should be free.

As I have said, my brother and I sat under Mr. Garrigues and his acolytes in winter only, for in summer we were in the country. When he died suddenly in 1888, my father shifted us to another and much larger Sunday school, run by the English Lutherans in Lombard Street. It met, unfortunately, on Sunday mornings, so he had to suffer some interruption of his afternoon nap, but as we grew older and more decorous that objection faded out. We liked this Lutheran basilica very much during the first few years, for the superintendent, Mr. Harman, was a Methodist at heart and often lined out the rousing hymns that we knew and esteemed. We also greatly enjoyed the cornet-playing of the treasurer, whose name I recall as Mr. Mentzer. He was an elegant fellow in a silky mustache, a white choker collar and an immaculate cutaway, and when he lifted his cornet to his lips it was with a very graceful flourish—at all events, it seemed so to us. When he let go fortissimo, the whole Sunday school heaved and the stained glass rattled in the church upstairs. In the singing that went with his blasts of tone, ordinary yelling was not enough; a boy of any spirit had to scream. More than once I came home hoarse and was put to gargling with painkiller.

The pastor of the church in those days was the Reverend Dr. Sylvanus Stall, a tall, gaunt Pennsylvanian with a sandy beard. I find on investigation that he was precisely forty years old in 1887, but he seemed to my brother and to me to be as ancient as Abraham. He looked at first glance like a standard-model Class B Protestant ecclesiastic, but there was much more to him than met the eye. One Sunday morning in 1889 or thereabout, he showed up in Sunday school with a strange contraption under his arm. Rapping for order, he announced that it was a newly invented machine that could talk like a human being, and not only talk but even sing. Then he instructed us to sing his favorite hymn, which was “God Be with You Till We Meet Again.” We bawled it dutifully, and he explained that the machine would now bawl it back. “But not,” he went on, “as loudly as you did. Listen carefully and you will hear it clearly enough. The sound of the machine is very faint, but it is also very penetrating.” Then he turned it on, and we heard a phonograph for the first time. Ah, that it had been the last!

A little while later, the good Doctor quit pastoring to take the editor-ship of a church paper, with dashes into book-writing on the side. His first books had such depressing titles as Methods of Church Work, Five-Minute Object Sermons to Children and Bible Selections for Daily Devotion, and appear to have scored only spiritual successes. But in 1897, long after I had escaped his Sunday school and almost forgotten him, he brought out a little volume called What aYoung Boy Ought to Know, and thereafter he began rolling up money with such velocity that when he died in 1915 he was probably the richest Lutheran pastor, at least in the earned brackets, that this great Republic has ever seen. For that little volume founded the science of sex hygiene, which eventually developed into a major American industry, with thousands of practitioners and a technique become as complicated as that of polo or astrophysics.

He wrote all its official texts for male seekers—What a Young Man Ought to Know, What a Man of Forty-five Ought to Know, and so on—and he inspired, copyread, and published all its texts for females, beginning with What aYoung Girl Ought to Know and ending, I suppose, with What a Decent Grandmother Ought to Forget. Indeed, he held the field unchallenged until the explosion of the Freud ammunition dump of horrors, and by that time he was so well heeled that he could afford to laugh ha-ha. He left his money, I believe, to a college for training missionaries to the sexually misinformed and underprivileged, but where it is located I don’t know and don’t care.

Of the theology he radiated in his Baltimore days, I retain precisely nothing. There was, in fact, little expounding of doctrine in his Sunday school; the instruction, in so far as there was any at all, was predominantly ethical and had as its chief apparent aim the discouragement of murder, robbery, counterfeiting, embezzlement and other such serious crimes, none of which occurred in the student body in my time. Those were the candle days of religious pedagogy, and the teachers confined themselves mainly to expounding the week’s International Sunday-School Lesson and trying to induce their pupils to memorize the Golden Text. Inasmuch as I could never memorize anything, I failed regularly. But there was no penalty for failure, and my own was hardly remarked, for virtually all the other boys in my class failed too.

Tiring of this puerile futility, I began at the age of ten to agitate for my release and finally escaped when I went into long pants. My father, it turned out, had not underestimated the potency of his evil influence; it left me an infidel, as he was, and as his father had been before him.

[NewYorker, July 8, 1939]




CONFESSION OF A THEOLOGICAL MORON

One of my heaviest handicaps in this world is the fact that I am absolutely devoid of what is called religious feeling. That is to say, I have no sense whatever of the divine presence or of a divine personality; neither ever enters into my thinking. I have faced, in my time, all the great disasters that man must suffer—professional failure, financial catastrophe, social ignominy, the treachery of friends, the loss of a best girl, intolerable physical pain, even the threat of death itself. Yet I cannot remember that even in the blackest moments of long and ghastly nights have I ever had the slightest impulse to pray to God for help. Twice I have been shot at, deliberately and at short range. Both times I was scared stiff, and yet neither time did it occur to me to ask any aid of the celestial hierarchy. As for the impulse to worship, it is as foreign to my nature as the impulse to run for Congress.

I am anything but a militant atheist and haven’t the slightest objection to church-going, so long as it is honest. I have gone to church myself many times, honestly seeking to experience the great inward exaltation that religious persons speak of. Not even at St. Peter’s in Rome have I sensed the least trace of it. The most I ever feel at the most solemn moment of the most pretentious religious ceremonial is a sensuous delight in the beauty of it—a delight exactly like that which comes over me when I hear, say, Tristan and Isolde or Brahms’ stupendous fourth symphony. The effect of such music, in fact, is much keener than the effect of the liturgy. Brahms moves me far more powerfully than the holy saints.

As I say, this deficiency is a handicap in a world peopled, in the overwhelming main, by men who are inherently religious. It sets me apart from my fellows and makes it difficult for me to understand many of their ideas and not a few of their acts. I see them responding constantly and robustly to impulses that to me are quite inexplicable. Worse, it causes these folks to misunderstand me, and often to do me serious injustice. They cannot rid themselves of the notion that, because I am anaesthetic to the ideas which move them most profoundly, I am, in some vague but nevertheless certain way, a man of aberrant morals, and hence one to be kept at a distance. I have never met a religious man who did not reveal this suspicion. No matter how earnestly he tried to grasp my point of view, he always ended by making an alarmed sort of retreat. All religions, in fact, teach that dissent is a sin; most of them make it the blackest of all sins, and all of them punish it severely whenever they have the power. It is impossible for a religious man to rid himself of the notion that such punishments are just. He simply cannot imagine a civilized rule of conduct that is not based upon the fear of God.

Let me add that my failing is in the fundamental religious impulse, not in mere theological credulity. I am not kept out of church by an inability to believe the current dogmas. In point of fact, a good many of them seem to be reasonable enough, and I probably dissent from most of them a good deal less violently than many men who are assiduous devotees. Among my curious experiences, years ago, was that of convincing an ardent Catholic who balked at the dogma of papal infallibility. He was a very faithful son of the church and his inability to accept it greatly distressed him. I proved to him, at least to his satisfaction, that there was nothing intrinsically absurd in it—that if the dogmas that he already accepted were true then this one was probably true also. Some time later, when this man was on his deathbed, I visited him and he thanked me simply and with apparent sincerity for resolving his old doubt. But even he was unable to comprehend my own lack of religion. His last words to me were a pious hope that I would give over my lamentable contumacy to God and lead a better life. He died firmly convinced that I was headed for hell, and, what is more, that I deserved it.

[Smart Set, January 1920]




ON HAPPINESS


I

The following letter, apparently quite genuine, comes to me from a young man who says that he was born a Jew, and into an orthodox family:


I am 25 years old. Not an old man, as old men are considered; not a wise man, as wisdom is counted. But life has changed for me. I am almost an atheist. Almost, because I cannot discard the fear of the Unknown that was drilled into my young heart. I still faintly fear that Something. Yet I cannot believe the Bible; I cannot accept it as God-given. My simple reason tells me that death is the end of all; that the force that propels life is Nature, a Nature that does not perform miracles. And with this new idea has come misery, unhappiness, the desire to forsake this life. Does enlightenment mean misery? Does non-belief mean unhappiness?



Why this young man sends his problem to me instead of to a clergyman I don’t know, save that he recognizes my colossal theological gift. My advice to him does not differ appreciably from that he would receive from a regular practitioner of the ghostly art. (When I say a regular practitioner, of course, I mean a true believer, not one of the shameless frauds who try to conceal their agnosticism by calling themselves Modernists.4) I advise him to give his new skepticism six months’ trial. If, at the end of that time, he finds that its effects upon him are still indistinguishable from those of a bad case of cholera morbus, I advise him to go the nearest orthodox rabbi, tell his troubles, pay his fine (if fines are levied in such cases) and reconcile himself to the faith of his fathers.

Why not, indeed? What ails him is simply pride, which Holy Church long ago put among the seven deadly sins. Unfitted by training, and perhaps also by nature, for a life of doubt, and seduced into it at twenty-five by the rhetoric of men of a quite different kidney, he now finds himself ashamed to admit that he longs to go back whence he came. But why should he be ashamed? Some men are born religious as others are born with long legs or outstanding ears. If that is the bent of their nature, they should follow it. More, I believe that they are inevitably bound to do so. The moment they step outside the borders of faith they are unhappy. And if they try desperately and against their inner inclination to remain there, their unhappiness becomes unendurable. The colleges of the land turn out thousands of such sad cases every year. A few of the victims hang themselves. But the vast majority, at thirty, are again comfortably within the fold, as they were in early youth, and as their fathers were before them.




II

Now and then, desiring to be unpleasant to persons who dislike me, I propose that a vast campaign of so-called education be launched in the late Confederate States, to acquaint the youth of the region with the elements of the physical sciences, and so rescue them from the naïve and negroid theology of their elders. But that proposal is never taken seriously by anyone who actually knows me, for every such person knows that I never do anything to execute it. More, they know that I’d protest if it were executed by others.

Why, indeed, should it be executed? Why should I (or anyone else) get into a sweat about what is believed by the boys and girls of Georgia, or Mississippi, or Tennessee? Above all, why should anyone want to change what they believe into something else? Is their religion idiotic? Then their science would also be idiotic. If they are actually mainly numskulls, as appears to be probable, then there is no known way to cure their numskullery. Every attempt to do so, by the devices of the logician, can have only the result of making them unhappy. And why make them unhappy?

I am, indeed, against all proselyters, whether they be on my side or on some other side. What moves nine-tenths of them, I believe, is simply the certainty of the result that I have just mentioned. Their lofty pretensions are all tosh. The thing they yearn for is the satisfaction of making someone unhappy: that yearning is almost as universal among them as thirst is in dry Congressmen. Sometimes they deceive themselves, but probably not often. The wowser is a wowser the whole world over, no matter what banner he flies. What he craves above all is resistance. He wants to break it down, to force his ideas upon his victims, to watch them writhe and suffer. If the Chinese asked for missionaries, it would be hard to find recruits for the dreadful trade. But the Chinese resist them and are made unhappy by them, and so every Y.M.C.A. tank in the land is gorged with candidates.




III

In this department, by God’s grace, my own conscience is perfectly clear—perhaps my own plausible boast as a moral agent. I have never consciously tried to convert anyone to anything. Like any other man bawling from a public stump I have occasionally made a convert; in fact, in seasons when my embouchure has been good I have made a great many. But not deliberately, not with any satisfaction. Next to a missionary, a convert is the most abhorrent shape I can imagine. I dislike persons who change their basic ideas, and I dislike them when they change them for good reasons quite as much as when they change them for bad ones. A convert to a good idea is simply a man who confesses that he was formerly an ass—and is probably one still. When such a man favors me with a certificate that my eloquence has shaken him I feel about him precisely as I’d feel if he told me that he had started (or stopped) beating his wife on my recommendation.

No; it is not pleasant to come into contact with such flabby souls, so lacking in character and self-respect. Their existence embitters the life of every man who deals in ideas. The hard-boiled fellows are far more agreeable, no matter what their concrete notions. Some of those who appear to depart the farthest from the elements of sense are the most charming, for example, certain varieties of evangelical pastors. I have known many such pastors, and esteemed not a few of them. But only, I should add, the relatively unsuccessful, who seldom if ever achieved the public nuisance known as saving a soul. They believed their depressing rubbish firmly, but they did not press it upon either their inferiors or their superiors. They were not wowsers.

Unluckily, there are very few such pastors in the average Christian community, especially in the United States. The great majority, forgetting their office of conducting worship, devote themselves mainly to harassing persons who do not care to join them. This harassing is bad enough when it fails of its purpose; when it succeeds its consequence is simply an increase in the sum of human degradation, publicly displayed. It is well known that natural believers are always suspicious of converts. No wonder. For precisely the same reason sober automobilists are suspicious of drunken drivers, and Prohibition agents of Prohibitionists.




IV

My correspondent raises a question that cannot be answered here at any length: it would take five or six columns. It has to do with the emotional effects of skepticism. Is the skeptic ever happy, in the sense that a man who believes that God is watching over him is happy? Privately, I often doubt it. Here the pious seem to have a certain bulge on the doubters. Immersed in their faith, they enjoy a quiet contentment that is certainly never apparent in a man of restless, inquisitive, questioning mind. The happiest people in the world, accepting this definition of happiness, are probably Christian Scientists—that is, until they come down with appendicitis or gallstones.

But there is a kind of satisfaction that is quite as attractive, to certain rugged types of men, as this somewhat cowlike form of contentment. It is related to the latter just as the satisfaction of a soldier on active duty is related to the satisfaction of a man securely at home. The man at home is quite safe, and the soldier runs a considerable risk of being killed or wounded. But who will argue that the man at home, on the whole, is happier than the soldier—that is, assuming that the soldier is a volunteer? The one is tightly comfortable, and hence happy. But the other, though in grave peril, is happy too—and I am inclined to think that his happiness is often of a palpably superior variety.

So with the skeptic. His doubts, if they are real, undoubtedly tend to make him uneasy, and hence unhappy, for they play upon themselves quite as much as upon the certainties of the other fellow. What comforts him, in the long run, I suppose, is his pride in his capacity to face them. He is not wobbled and alarmed, like my correspondent; he gets a positive thrill out of being uneasy, as the soldier gets a thrill out of being in danger. Is this thrill equal, as a maker of anything rationally describable as happiness, to the comfort and security of the man of faith? Ask me an easier question! Is a blonde lovelier than a brunette? Is Dunkles better than Helles?5 Is Los Angeles the worst town in America, or only next to the worst?The skeptic, asked the original question, will say yes; the believer will say no. There you have it.

[Baltimore Evening Sun, May 9, 1927]






WHAT I BELIEVE


I

 “Faith,” said the unknown author of the Epistle to the Hebrews, “is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”6

The definition, in these later days, seems to be pretty well forgotten, especially by those master forgetters, the Christian theologians, for it is common to hear them discussing (and denouncing) the beliefs of men of science as if they were mere articles of faith. The two things, of course, are quite distinct. Belief is faith in something that is known; faith is belief in something that is not known. In my own credo there are few articles of faith; in fact, I have been quite unable, in ten days and nights of prayer and self-examination, to discover a single one.

What I believe is mainly what has been established by plausible and impartial evidence, e.g., that the square on the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the squares of the other two sides, that water is composed of oxygen and hydrogen, and that man is a close cousin to the ape. Further than that I do not care to go. Is there a life after death, as so many allege, wherein the corruptible puts on incorruption and the mortal immortality? I can only answer that I do not know. My private inclination is to hope that it is not so, but that hope is only a hope, and hopes and beliefs, it seems to me, can have nothing in common. If, while the taxidermists are stuffing my integument for some fortunate museum of anatomy, a celestial catch-pole summons my psyche to Heaven, I shall be very gravely disappointed, but (unless my habits of mind change radically at death) I shall accept the command as calmly as possible, and face eternity without repining.

Most of the sorrows of man, I incline to think, are caused by just such repining. Alone among the animals, he is dowered with the capacity to invent imaginary worlds, and he is always making himself unhappy by trying to move into them. Thus he underrates the world in which he actually lives, and so misses most of the fun that is in it. That world, I am convinced, could be materially improved, but even as it stands it is good enough to keep any reasonable man entertained for a lifetime.

As for me, I roll out of my couch every morning with the most agreeable expectations. In the morning paper there is always massive and exhilarating evidence that the human race, despite its ages-long effort to imitate the seraphim, is still doomed to be irrevocably human, and in my morning mail I always get soothing proof that there are men left who are even worse asses than I am.

It may be urged that such satisfactions are lowly; nevertheless, the fact remains that they are satisfactions. Would the tinsel world that idealists pant for be better? Would it be really habitable at all? I am ready to doubt it formally. It would be swept, at best, by chill winds; there would be no warming glow of human folly. There would be no Lindberghs in it, to risk their necks preposterously and charmingly; there would be no Comstocks and Wayne B. Wheelers, no Hoovers and Coolidges; there would be no poets with their pretty bellyaches; above all, there would be no theologians. And maybe no Americans.





II


One hears complaint that the existing world is being Americanized, and hence ruined. It may be that my steadfast refusal to join in that complaint is patriotism; if so, make the most of it. Here in these States, if we have accomplished nothing else, we have at least brought down all the more impossible varieties of human aspiration to absurdity, and so made life the more endurable. Alone among the great nations of history we have got rid of religion as a serious scourge—and by the simple process of reducing it to a petty nuisance. Alone again, we have rid ourselves of the worst curses that lie in politics—and by the easy and obvious device of making politics comic.

The Fathers of the Republic, I believe, were far cleverer fellows than they are commonly represented to be, even in the schoolbooks. If it was not divine inspiration that moved them, then they must have drunk better liquor than is now obtainable on earth. For when they made religion a free-for-all, they prepared the way for making it ridiculous; and when they opened the doors of office to the mob, they disposed forever of the delusion that government is a solemn and noble thing, by wisdom out of altruism. The bald facts stand before every eye to-day; it is a joyous and instructive business to contemplate them. And it is even more joyous and instructive to contemplate the sad heavings of those who still refuse to face them, but try to get rid of them by the arts of the prestidigitator and the rhetorician.

When I travel abroad, which is no oftener than I can help it, I am always depressed by the gloom of the so-called intellectuals. My acquaintance among them, in most of the countries of Europe, is somewhat large, and so I can’t escape their agonies. Everywhere they fret themselves to death over the problem of government. Everywhere they plan to bring in Utopia by turning this gang out and putting that gang in. Everywhere they believe in wizards and messiahs. It seems to me that we in America—that is, those of us who have become immune to rhetoric—have got beyond that naïveté, and that we are the sounder and happier for it. Reconciling ourselves to the incurable swinishness of government, and to the inevitable stupidity and roguery of its agents, we discover that both stupidity and roguery are bearable—nay, that there is in them a certain assurance against something worse.

The principle is surely not new in the world: everyone ought to know by this time that a mountebank, thinking only of to-morrow’s cakes, is far safer with power in his hands than a prophet and martyr, his eyes fixed frantically upon the rewards beyond the grave. So a prudent man prefers Hoover to Stalin or Mussolini, or even to Ramsay MacDonald, a Scotsman and hence a fanatic. No doubt Al Smith would have been better, if only on Burke’s theory that politics is at its best when it is most closely adjusted, not to reason, but to human nature. But Hoover is natural enough for all everyday purposes; and where his timidity makes him fall short, his failure is concealed by the glorious labors of such corn-doctors as Borah, Jim Watson, Charlie Curtis, Andy Mellon and Old Joe Grundy.

Here I do not argue that mountebanks are more admirable than honest men; I merely argue that, in such fields as those of politics and religion—to which, of course, the master-quackery of pedagogy ought to be added—they are socially safer and more useful. The question before us is a practical one: how are we to get through life with a maximum of entertainment and a minimum of pain? I believe that the answer lies, at least in part, in ridding solemn ponderosities of their solemn ponderosity, in putting red noses on all the traditional fee-faw-fo-fums.

That enterprise, by the cunning of the Fathers, we have been able to carry further in the United States than it is carried anywhere else. Do strong men blubber against the outrage of prohibition? Then smell their breaths to see how real their grievance is. Are there protests against the clubs of the police?Then compare a few amiable bumps on head to a quart of Mussolini’s castor oil. Do jobholders consume the substance of the people? Then ask the next Englishman you meet to show you his income tax bill. And are the high places of the land held by trashy and ignoble fellows, bent only upon their own benefit?Then take a look at the scoundrels who constitute the state in France.




III

I have said that the Fathers, by making religion a free-for-all, reduced it to innocuous absurdity. No doubt many a saddened patriot will enter a caveat to that, thinking of Cardinal O’Connell and his effort to make Boston a Dublin slum, and Bishop Cannon and his bold attempt to run the whole United States. But these rev. gentlemen really prove my case. For after all, Monsignor Cannon, even with both White House and Capitol quaking every time he looks up from the stock ticker, has not succeeded in forcing prohibition upon the country: all he has succeeded in doing is to make his whole moral system odious and the theology behind it infamous. Nor has His Eminence of South Boston achieved anything better. When he came into his princely dignity, the church he serves was plainly making progress in America, and there was a steady infiltration of intellectuals into it. But now it is headed in the other direction, and every time he arises to denounce Einstein or to launch his janissaries against a new book, its momentum is accelerated.

In this department I have myself been an eyewitness of a large and salubrious change—and it is a pleasure, from the opposition bench, to offer it as a set-off to all the public skullduggery that the tender-minded complain of. That change has to do with the general American attitude toward ecclesiastical organizations, and especially toward the one that Dr. Cannon adorns. I well remember the uproar that followed a polite allegation I chanced to make, now nearly twenty years ago, that the Methodist Church, at least in the South, was operated by charlatans and manned by ignoramuses. The editor of the paper in which it appeared—his dark, innocent eyes wet with tears—stared at me as if I had denounced female chastity or advocated cannibalism. His office was overrun for weeks by prancing pastors, threatening him with disaster. They met in conclave and passed resolutions against him and me; some of them, with their fingers carefully crossed, prayed publicly for my salvation.

Fortunately, they also challenged my facts, and under the pretense of meeting that challenge it was possible for me to renew and reiterate my allegation. But it went down very badly, and for a long while I was under the displeasure of so-called fair men for raising a religious rumpus, and for failing in that respect which, so it appeared, was due to all bodies of believers. Even when, five or six years later, the Anti-Saloon League began running its trails of corruption across the country, and I ventured to point out the patent fact that it was the offspring of Methodism and as anti-social as its parent—even then such charges were generally felt to be somewhat advanced. So again when the Ku Klux emerged from the swamps and began trying to put down civilization. The first article in which I spoke of it as no more than the secular arm of the Methodist-Baptist Inquisition was badly received, and I was widely advised to confine myself to constructive criticism.

This advice made some impression on me: I became, in fact, more or less constructive. But meanwhile Bishop Cannon and his friends went into politics full tilt, brandishing clubs and howling for blood, and before long what had once seemed scandalous became only too self-evident. The Southern editors, for a time, had very hard sledding; they had to discuss politics without mentioning the principal current politicians. But that was soon a sheer impossibility, even to publicists so subtle, and presently they were ventilating the facts with candor, and politics in their dismal section became realistic again, and very lively. To-day they all belabor the Methodist Crokers and Charlie Murphys7 in a hearty and open manner, and have their say about the whole evangelical camorra in precisely the same terms they use against the Italian Black Hand, theVice Trust and the American Civil Liberties Union.

Nor is this new frankness confined to the South. The last presidential campaign brought the subject of evangelical theology into open discussion everywhere, and the result, as I see it, is a great increase in public pleasure, and, to some extent at least, in public enlightenment. With all the old taboos got rid of, that theology is being revealed as what it actually is—a decadent form of Puritanism, preposterous in its ideology and brutal and dishonest in its practices. If the hinds of the farms and villages still cling to it, then certainly it is fast losing its hold upon all the ranks above them. To confess to a belief in it to-day is to confess not only to stupidity, but also to a kind of malignancy—a delight in opposing decent ideas and harrowing honest men.

For that change, so swift and so sanitary, we have to thank Bishop Cannon and his colleagues of the Anti-Saloon League, the Ku Klux Klan and the Methodist Board of Temperance, Prohibition and Public Morals. They have gained (at least transiently) a formidable power over politicians even worse than they are, but they have wrecked their church. They have won a battle and lost a war.

The wrecking of such churches as these, whether they be spiritual or secular, seems to me to be an excellent gauge of the progress of civilization. For men become civilized, not in proportion to their willingness to believe, but in proportion to their readiness to doubt. The more stupid the man, the larger his stock of adamantine assurances, the heavier his load of faith.





IV


There is a darky living in the alley behind my house who knows a great deal more than I do, and is far more positive and confident in his kind of knowledge than I am in mine. He knows that he will be snow-white in the life beyond the grave, and that the Twelve Apostles will be very polite to him. He knows that a rabbit-foot carried in his pocket will protect him against thieves, warts, and the police. He knows that the fall of the die may be conditioned by verbal formulas, mainly theological in character. He knows that meeting a black cat on a dark night is comparable, practically speaking, to meeting a locomotive head-on. He knows precisely why the stars were hung in the sky, and how they are kept there, and what their influence is upon the destiny of man. He knows what Moses said to Abraham, and what Abraham said to Pontius Pilate. He is the proprietor of a perfect epistemology, and his cosmogony, pathology and political science are neat, well-rounded and completely sufficient for his standards of judgment. To find his match as a wiseacre one must resort to the Rev. Billy Sunday, to Arthur Brisbane, or to the Pope.8

Nevertheless, I am iconoclast enough to doubt his whole stock of wisdom, as I doubt, indeed, that of his three colleagues in omniscience. His certainty that cancer is caused by incantations seems to me to be somehow dubious. I prefer to believe that no one knows what causes it, and to reckon that belief a kind of knowledge.

The common view of science is that it is a sort of machine for increasing the race’s store of dependable facts. It is that only in part; in even larger part it is a machine for upsetting un dependable facts. When Copernicus proved that the earth revolved around the sun, he did not simply prove that the earth revolved around the sun; he also proved that the so-called revelation of God, as contained in the Old Testament, was rubbish. The first fact was relatively trivial: it made no difference to the average man then, as it makes no difference to him to-day. But the second fact was of stupendous importance, for it disposed at one stroke of a mass of bogus facts that had been choking the intelligence and retarding the progress of humanity for a millennium and a half.

So with every other great discovery in the physical world: it had immediate repercussions in the world of ideas, and often they were far more important than its immediate effect. The long line of glorious workers in medicine are not to be regarded merely as cheaters of the grave, for the grave, in the long run, has cheated every one of them in turn; their service to man was that they dissuaded him from laying vain blames for his ills and making vain and ignominious appeals for and against them, and set him to examining them, and himself with them, in a rational and self-respecting manner. That medicine saves to-day thousands who must have died yesterday is a fact of small significance, for most of them will leave no more marks upon the history of the race than so many June bugs; but that all of us have been persuaded thereby to turn from priests and magicians when we are ill to doctors and nurses—that is a fact of massive and permanent importance. It benefits everybody worthy of being called human at all. It rids the thinking of mankind of immense accumulations of intellectual garbage. It increases the dignity of every honest man and it diminishes the puissance of every fraud.

To believe in frauds, it seems to me, is incompatible with any sort of dignity. It may be held, by the sorry standards which prevail in certain quarters, to be virtuous, but it is plainly not dignified. Is it a fact that the authors of the New Testament were inspired by God, and compiled a record that is innocent of error? It is not a fact. They were ignorant and credulous men, and they put together a narrative that is as discordant and preposterous, at least in material parts, as the testimony of six darkies in a police court. Is it a fact that believing that narrative is an act of merit, and that its reward is deliverance from Hell and entrance upon an eternity of bliss? It is not a fact. More, it is not even an innocent fiction. For its necessary implication is that the test of a proposition is something unrelated to its truth—that lying is virtuous so long as it brings a reward.

There, it seems to me, pragmatism is run to earth at last and turns out to be, not a lion, but only a fox. I can imagine no self-respecting man haggling for advantage on any such terms. It involves not only a repudiation of every rational criterion of truth; it also involves a repudiation of every sort of decency. Whenever such an idea is unhorsed in the world, the integrity of man increases.

The supply, unluckily, still remains very large. Its reservoir is the mob, uneducable and irrational, and along the banks of that reservoir many enterprising frauds—theological, political and philosophical—find profitable fishing. There are impatient men who long to heave the whole company overboard at one swoop: they are the fashioners of Utopias. But human progress, of course, can never be so facile. It must be carried on, not with the cosmic engines of gods, but with the puny machinery at hand; and that machinery, as everyone knows, is always breaking down.

The Fathers of the Republic, despite the sagacity that I have been praising, were a bit too confident and impatient. I suppose they believed that by setting religion adrift they had got rid of it, but all they had really done was to make it ready for self-wrecking years after their day was done. Again and even worse, they bent their hardest endeavors to setting up a government of the most sagacious, the most honorable, the most fit—but all they actually achieved was to let in the least fit, and a century and a half afterward we are still struggling to get rid of the Hardings, Coolidges and Hoovers.




V

Things would move faster if there were a general agreement as to the goal, but that is too much to hope for. There are men in the world, and some of them not unintelligent men, who have a natural appetite for the untrue, just as there are others who have a natural appetite for the ugly. A bald fact somehow affrights them: they long to swathe it in comforting illusions. Thus one hears from them that it is somehow immoral for an artist to depict human life as it actually is: the spectacle of the real must be ameliorated by an evocation of the ideal, which is to say, of the un real. So Thomas Hardy becomes a bad artist, and the author of Pollyanna a good one.9

One hears again, and from the same men, that religious faith is a valuable thing per se, even if it be faith in propositions revolting to the most elementary intelligence. And one hears that it is an evil business to dwell upon the gross and intolerable failures of democracy, lest the general belief in democracy itself be converted into doubt. The facts, it appears, are nothing; the important thing is to retain a hopeful and pleasant frame of mind. The most valuable philosopher is that one who conjures up glittering universes in which two and two make five, six or even ten; the most despicable is the fellow who keeps on insisting that they make only four.

Of such sort are the reconcilers of science and religion, the more naïve variety of Liberals in politics, and the various disciples of Hamilton Wright Mabie and Edward W. Bok in the arts. I daresay the first-named were an active and expectant party in the day of Copernicus; if so, they must have given a great deal less comfort to Copernicus than to Pope Paul III. They continue energetically to-day, proving that Genesis and the Darwinian hypothesis are not in conflict, that curved space is still reconcilable with the Book of Revelation, and that, in any case, it is better to go to church on Sunday than to stay away.

The tragedy of such men is that, in the long run, they are bound to find that they are holding empty bags. The Popes, soon or late, always go over to Copernicus, as Dr. Andrew D. White once proved in two noble tomes. The truth, battered and torn, yet survives all the pretty nothings that beset it. Out of the welter of hopes and fears, of cautions and evasions, there always arises in the end the gaunt, immovable figure of a solid fact.

Certainly the Liberals in our midst should have learned long ago how dangerous it is to tackle such facts with no better weapons than hosannas. Is it so soon forgotten that they once believed in Roosevelt? And then in Wilson? And then in the War to End War? And then in a long series of other impostures, ranging from the initiative and referendum to the direct primary, and from woman suffrage to prohibition? There is more here than mere innocence; there is also, it seems to me, a downright libido for the improbable, a thirst to believe what can scarcely be imagined as true.

Certainly something of the sort must be sought in the current Liberal crush upon Holmes, J., an upright judge but no more fit to be a hero of Liberals than his predecessor in their adoration, the limber Borah. I have been vastly diverted of late by reading the volume of Dr. Holmes’s dissenting opinions, so conveniently arranged by Mr. Alfred Lief. It shows that his juridic theory, taking it by and large, is hardly to be distinguished from that of the late Mr. Chief Justice Taft, and that not a few of his dissenting opinions have been launched against a more liberal majority!10Yet the Liberals, with their craving for unrealities, continue to hail him as one of them, and when disillusionment overtakes them at last, as overtake them it must, they will no doubt turn to some even more impossible hero—maybe even to Mr. Chief Justice Hughes or Old Joe Grundy.

Such is the will to believe. Holding it to be a great nuisance in the world, and worse even than the will to power, I try to keep myself as free of it as I can. On gloomy days I speculate as to the probable state of modern man if it had ever been universal. We’d still be following Pope Paul; nay, not the Pope of that name but the Saint, with his cocksure ignorance and his Little Bethel moral scheme. Perhaps we’d be even further back than that—among the sheiks of the Palestine plateau and the primitive shamans of the Central Asian wilderness. It seems to me that such prophets as Dr. Robert A. Millikan, when they flirt gravely with the rev. clergy, ask us to go back almost that far.

Are the clergy true teachers or false? Is the body of ideas that they merchant true or not true? If it is not true, then I can imagine no prudent and profitable traffic with them. They have a right, of course, to be heard, but they have no more right to be attended to than the astrologers and necromancers who were once their colleagues and rivals.

There is only one man who has a right to be attended to, and that is the man who is trying, patiently, fairly, earnestly, diligently, to find out the truth. I am willing to give him my ear at any time of the day or night, year in and year out. But I am not willing to listen to the man who argues that what might be or ought to be true is somehow superior to what is true. Copernicus, it seems to me, is worth all the Popes who ever lived, and all the bishops and archbishops, and all save a baker’s dozen of holy saints.
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